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The Stray

Linda Evans

Dr. Scott MacDallan was, by dint of much sweating and swearing, trying to turn a wriggling, ungrateful
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little demon of a breech-birth infant for head-down delivery, when the stray arrived on the doorstep.

Mrs. Zivonik had a history of easy births without complications or he'd have done a simple Caesarian,
but turning an infant wasn't complicated and the monitors in place showed him neither baby nor mother
were in distress, so rather than create an incision and put the woman out of work for several days, he
simply took the time-honored step of reaching in for the baby, grabbing it in one hand, and rotating it
right-end around instead of wrong-side down. Mrs. Zivonik was doing fine, too, was even cracking
terrible jokes despite the sheen of sweat soaking her and the occasional sharp grunts, gasps, and deeper
groans when the contractions hit. Scott had just touched the baby's toes and was wondering why he'd
ever thought this would be easy—while trying to ignore Evelina Zivonik's sounds of acute
discomfort—when a wave of emotional anguish strong enough to knock him cock-eyed rolled over Scott
like a naval battle cruiser.

His involuntary grunt and sharp movement drew a startled sound from his patient. "Doc?" Scott blinked,
fighting the urge to panic, and managed, "Uh, sorry. No problems, you're fine and the baby's fine." For
God's sake, Scott, pull it together! Before your patient thinks you're as loony as your misbegotten
ancestors. Some of them had been burned at the stake . . .

Scott blinked as Evelina Zivonik leaned up far enough to peer over the top of her distended belly.
"That's good. Butyou don't look fine."

Just beyond the bedroom door of the Zivonik home, Fisher—who had the run of Scott's home and
office, butnot of his patients' homes—began bleeking in acute distress. He'd never heard the treecat
make a sound quite like it, in fact, and the emotional wallop he was getting from his companion was
enough to shake him into blurting out the truth.

"I'm not fine. Or rather, my treecat isn't."

"Your treecat?" she echoed. A thread of fear colored those two words. Treecats were viewed with awe
and no small measure of worry by their human neighbors, who were almost universally uncertain how to
respond to their presence.

"Yes. He's upset, very upset, I'm not sure why."Careful, Scott . . . you're treading thin ice here . "T've
never heard him make a noise like that," he added, glancing worriedly toward the closed bedroom door.

"Well, I'm not actually in serious labor yet," Evelina said uncertainly, the worry stronger this time. "If
there's a problem with the treecat, you need to go find out what it is. If he's hurt or sick . . . well, I'm not
exactly going anywhere, so you should find out what it is."

His professional ethics would permit no such conduct, of course. Abandoning a patient in the middle of a
procedure just to comfort his friend was out of the question. But Fisher's deep distress was not to be
denied. Fisher knew how to open doors, of course, and the bedroom door was closed, but wasn't
locked. Scott hesitated, torn between the need to reassure himself that a treasured friend wasn't in peril
and the need to bring this baby into the world.

"Why don't you call him in here?" Evelina suggested, correctly interpreting his hesitation. "Irina has told
us all about Fisher and showed us pictures, but I've never actually seen a live treecat." The hint of

wistfulness in her voice decided Scott in an instant.

He flashed her a grateful response. "Thanks. Fisher! Come on inside, Fisher, it's not locked!"
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The door swung open and a cream-and-grey furred streak shot across the floor on collision course with
Scott's shoulder. He grunted softly at the impact, one hand still trapped in Evelina Zivonik's womb, the
baby kicking and moving under his fingers.

"Bleek!" The treecat touched his cheek with both front hands, then pointed urgently at the window.
"What? Is there some danger outside?"

That wasn't the feeling he was getting from his companion of nearly twelve Terran months, now. He was
getting better at reading Fisher's emotional "messages" all the time, thanks to an empathic ability of some
sort that he carried in his extremely Celtic Scots Highland genes—an "ability" that still scared him silly on
a rational, scientific level. The first time it'd happened with Fisher, he'd literally thought he was
hallucinating. Only later did the truth sink in—and that was almost worse than a hallucination. On Sphinx,
the kind of legacy he'd inherited from a long line of charlatans, parlor tricksters, and other assorted loons
was met with mere skepticism and ridicule. But there were human worlds where professing to ownership
of anything remotely similar to what his more . . . flamboyant . . . relatives (all on his mother's side of the
family, thank God, so the name MacDallan hadn't been connected with them) was punishable by
incarceration for fraud—or outright insanity.

What he was getting from Fisher now was not so much a sense that there was some kind of danger
outside as more a sense that something outside wasin danger. Or distress, maybe. It was also abundantly
clear that Fisher wantedhim to go outside, urgently. "Fisher, I can't go outside right now. I'm trying to
deliver a baby."

Grass-green eyes shone brilliant with distress. The treecat made a pitiful sound. Just then, a chorus of
childish voices erupted out in the main part of the house.

"Daddy! Come quick!"

"It's a treecat, Daddy!"

"Aunt Irina! Hurry! There's a treecat outside!"

"He's hurt or sick or something! Hurry , Daddy! Hurry, Aunt Irina!"

Scott and Evelina Zivonik exchanged startled glances.

"Go," Evelina said firmly. "T've had six babies. This one's going to get himself born just fine, whether you
sit here and sweat to death with worrying or take five minutes to go out there and maybe save a life.
You're the only doctor for a hundred kilometers. If there's an injured treecat out there, thenif needs you
more than I do right now. Besides," and she gave him a wry, sweaty grin, "I could use a breather from all

that mauling."

Scott flushed; he'd continued working to turn the baby even while trying to determine what was wrong
with Fisher, and "mauling" was probably what it felt like to poor Evelina Zivonik.

Fisher touched his cheek again. "Bleek?" The sound tugged at his heart, not to be denied.
"Thanks," he said with heartfelt sincerity. "I've never seen Fisher this upset. I'll be right back." He eased

his hand out of Mrs. Zivonik's womb, reaching for a towel with the other. That bit about Fisher being
more upset than Scott had ever seen him wasn't exactly true; but Scott didn't like talking about the
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injuries he'd suffered the day he and Fisher had first made one another's memorable acquaintance. The
treecat had saved Scott MacDallan's life. The very least he could do was repay the favor to a treecat in
trouble.

So he hurriedly scrubbed off and jogged outside, where the Zivonik brood danced around their father
and Aleksandr Zivonik's younger sister, Irina Kisaevna. Aleksandr and Irina stood a good twenty yards
to the side of the house, peering up into a picket wood tree's lower branches. Scott had no more than
cleared the doorjamb than the most anguished sound he had ever heard uttered by a living creature smote
him straight through the skull bones. The sound keened up and down like a banshee driven insane, voice
torn by more pain than can be endured. Fisher, who huddled on his shoulder, wrapped his tail around
Scott's throat and shuddered non-stop. "Bleek!"

Scott broke into a run, even while reaching up to soothe his companion with one hand. "Where is it?"

Aleksandr pointed. Scott peered up into the tall picket wood closest to the Zivonik house, toward one
of the long, perfectly horizontal branches that made the picket wood so unusual among trees. "Up there."

Scott had to look closely, but he spotted the treecat near the trunk, sitting up on its haunches like an old
Terran ferret, longer and leaner than one of those ancient weasels, yet with a head and certain other
characteristics far more feline—except, of course, for the six limbs, a trait it shared with the massive and
deadly Sphinxian hexapuma it so closely resembled in all but size. The treecat keening in the Zivoniks'
backyard picket wood was larger than Fisher, about seventy centimeters long, not counting the
prehensile tail, which effectively doubled its length, yet the little arboreal was far too thin for its length. It
did look sick—or injured. Its coat was mottled cream-and-grey, like Fisher's, but even from this
distance, Scott could see dirt and darker stains that looked sickeningly like blood.

"Fisher?" he murmured, trying to soothe his small friend's violent tremors. "Is it hurt? If I could get to it,
treatit..."

The hair-raising cries halted. The strange treecat made a pitiful sound, tiny with distance, then moved
haltingly down the trunk toward the ground. Scott's pulse raced. He wanted to break into a run, wanted
to rush toward it, and was aftraid of frightening it away.

"Aleksandr," he said in a low voice, "I think maybe you and Irina should take the children back to the
house. If anything spooks it, we may never get a chance to help, and I think that treecat needs help very
badly."

Aleksandr nodded. The set of his mouth was grim. "Come on, kids. And no arguments!"

Irina Kisaevna glanced involuntarily toward Scott, concern darkening her vivid blue eyes. Of all the
humans Scott had met before being adopted by Fisher, Irina alone seemed to grasp the depth of the
bond between himself and the remarkable creature who'd come into his life nearly a full Terran year
previously. Widowed when her husband had died in the plague that had devastated the human population
of Sphinx, Irina had become a close friend during the past couple of years. Scott enjoyed her company,
her quick, incisive mind, and her ability to make him feel rested and at ease, even after a difficult day; but
when Evelina's latest pregnancy had turned difficult, she had moved in with her brother on the Zivoniks'
farmstead—thus depriving Scott of her delightful company and occasionally intuitive insights into his
relationship with his treecat.

"Irina," he said quickly, "I'd appreciate your help."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Warmth flashed into her beautiful eyes. "Of course, Scott. It would be my privilege." She, too, peered
toward the slowly descending treecat in the big picket wood tree above them.

Scott waited while Aleksandr herded his youngsters back toward the house. The whimpering treecat
had reached the lowest branch of the picket wood, where it stopped, bleeking piteously. Fisher replied,
then pointed. Scott made a hopeful guess at Fisher's meaning. "It's okay if I go to him?"

"Bleek!"

He couldn't pick up anything like sense from Fisher, but the emotional response was unmistakable. He
hurried toward the picket wood trunk and peered anxiously upward. The strange treecat was shaking
where it huddled on the low branch. The dark stainswere blood, long since dried, matting the
once-beautiful pelt in a leprous patchwork. The treecat was far too thin, looked half starved, in fact. Was
it an outcast, that no treecat community would help it? Did treecats have outcasts? Whether they did or
they didn't, Fisher was certainly urging Scott to help the stranger, so there was no clue to be gleaned
from his own treecat's behavior.

"Hello," Scott said quietly, speaking directly to the treecat above him. "Can I help?" He projected all the
warmth and welcome he could summon.

The reaction stunned him. The distressed treecat let out a warbling, broken sound, then jumped to the
ground and ran straight to Scott, clasping his leg with all four upper limbs and holding on as though life
itself depended on the strength of that grip. Fisher swarmed down, touching faces with the stranger and
making the soft, crooning sounds Scott recognized from his own occasional bouts of emotional distress.
Scott crouched down, offered a hand. The bloodied treecat bumped it with his head, begging for the
touch, leading Scott to wonder if this treecat had been around humans before. He stroked the treecat
gently, trying to determine from that cautious touch how badly injured it might be.

He found no wounds to account for the blood, not even a sign of swelling or inflammation. But the
treecat clung to him and shivered and made broken little sounds that horrified Scott nearly as much as
they did Fisher, judging by the emotional aura his own treecat was projecting. Something truly dire had
happened to this little treecat—and Scott received a strong premonition that whatever it was, it meant
serious trouble for him and his companion. When Scott tried to pick the treecat up, it let out a frightened
sound that prompted Fisher to rest both of his true-hands on the other's nearest shoulder. A moment
later, the filthy, blood-matted treecat swarmed into Scott's arms, huddling close. Fisher jumped up to his
customary perch on Scott's shoulder, still crooning gently.

Irina hesitated some distance away, biting her lower lip uncertainly. Scott nodded her closer with a slight
movement of his head and she approached slowly, while Scott stroked the painfully thin treecat
reassuringly. When Irina stood beside him, the stray let out a strange, mewling little sound, gazing up at
her through grass-green eyes as deep and wounded as a hurt toddler's.

"Poor thing," she whispered gently, offering a cautious hand.

The trembling treecat permitted her touch, arching slightly in Scott's arms as she stroked gently down its
spine. But it was Scott the stray clung to, all four upper limbs clenching in Scott's shirt.

"Will you let me take you inside, [ wonder?" Scott asked aloud, moving cautiously toward the Zivonik
house. "You're hardly more than fur and bones. You need food and water and God knows what else."
The washboard ribcage under his hands spoke of a prolonged deprivation and he could see cracked,
dried skin around the treecat's mouth, eyes, and delicate hands, indicating dehydration, as well. Scott
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stroked the distraught treecat gently, whispering softly to it, as he and Irina slowly approached the
meter-thick stone walls of the Zivonik house. The most cursory examination told him the treecat was
male and—thankfully—uninjured despite the dried blood in its fur.

Irina called out, "Alek, the poor thing's half-starved. Get some meat scraps for him, a dish of cool water,
whatever we've got left from dinner last night!"

"Karl, drag out that leftover turkey," Aleksandr said, shooing the children inside. "No, Larisa, you can
look later, after the treecat is out of danger. Nadia, go check on your mother. Stasya, get some water for
the treecat. Gregor, run some hot, soapy water and bring out a handful of clean towels."

"Yes, Papa."
Children scattered.
"Kitchen's this way," Alek escorted him into the house.

Scott moved cautiously inside with his unexpected patient, Irina trailing anxiously at his shoulder, and
entered a brightly lit kitchen just in time to see Karl, their oldest son, setting out a platter with an
enormous, half-stripped turkey carcass. The boy set it down on a broad wooden dining table built to
accommodate a growing family.

"Dig in," the boy addressed the bedraggled treecat shyly, cheeks flushed from excitement. "Help
yourself." Stasya, the Zivoniks' middle daughter, was carrying a basin of water to the table, eyes round
with wonder as Scott set the thin treecat down. It paused for only a moment, as though making certain
the offer were genuine, then tore into the carcass with ravenous hunger. The children hung back, staring
raptly at the wondrous creature on their kitchen table; very few humans had actuallyseen one in person.
Even stolid, broad-shouldered Aleksandr Zivonik hunkered down to watch the starving treecat tear into
the carcass with surprisingly dainty hands, visibly entranced by the sight of his diminutive sentient guest.

Scott smiled gently. "Fisher," he said, reaching up to stroke his friend, "I have to go back and help
deliver that baby now. Can you stay with him?" Scott had no idea how much his treecat actually
understood of what he said, but he and Fisher generally had little trouble communicating basic things.
Fisher simply swarmed down his arm and jumped to the table, crooning softly to the battered treecat,
which was busily stuffing strips and hunks of turkey into emaciated jaws. Scott hauled his dirt-streaked
shirt off, smiling gratefully at Irina when she carried it toward the laundry room, then scrubbed his arms
with hot, soapy water and disinfectant at the kitchen sink and hurried back to check on Mrs. Zivonik.

"Mama's doing fine," Nadia, the oldest of the Zivonik daughters said at once. "How's the treecat?" she
added anxiously, edging toward the hallway.

"Eating your turkey dinner. Go on, see for yourself."

The girl darted for the door. Scott found his patient nearly as apprehensive as her daughter when Evelina
gazed up at him. "It wasn't injured?" she asked anxiously. Clearly, Mrs. Zivonik was as worried over the
sudden appearance of an ailing treecat on their doorstep as her husband. So little was known about
treecats, the abrupt appearance of akealthy one was often enough to upset the most steady of settlers; a
starvation-thin one with blood in its fur was genuinely cause for fright—and Evelina Zivonik wasn't the
only one afraid of the reasons for that treecat's condition. Scott was considerably disturbed, himself,
despite nearly a full T-year of daily contact with a treecat to accustom him to their sometimes startling
habits and behaviors.
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And the last thing Evelina Zivonik needed during a breech-presentation, difficult labor was to fret over
this unexpected development. He tried to reassure her as he resumed his interrupted work with the baby.
"No, I didn't find any actual injuries. Of course, I can't hazard a guess when he last had a solid meal and
anything to drink, but he's wolfing down turkey as fast as he can tear it off the bones, so there's nothing
wrong with his appetite."

"Nadia said it's covered with dried blood?" Worry still knotted her brow into a deep furrow.

"Yes, but none of its own. Whatever's happened, we can't communicate with treecats very effectively,
so I doubt we'll ever know where the blood came from. The important thing," and he gave her a firm,
reassuring smile, "is that your little neighbor is doing just fine, so there's no sense in worrying about it. So
I want you to relax for me and let's see if we can't get this baby of yours born, eh?"

Evelina Zivonik gave him a wan smile and nodded, then dug her fingers into the bedding and groaned as
a contraction rippled across her distended belly. Scott reached once again for the recalcitrant infant
attempting to get himself born feet-first and scowled in concentration, moving by feel and instinct. After
several minutes of awkward squirming, during which Evelina grunted sharply only a few times—a stoic
woman, Evelina Zivonik—Scott's effort and sweat finally paid off. "Ah-hah! Gotcha!" Scott grinned as
the baby under his groping hand finally cooperated enough to turn around inside his mother's uterus.
"Head down and rarin' to go. Okay, Evelina Zivonik, let's see if we can't get this latest son of yours
born!"

Humanity had discovered the existence of the Sphinxian treecats only fifteen Terran months previously,
when eleven-year-old Stephanie Harrington had caught one raiding her parents' greenhouse—with
several bunches of purloined celery strapped to its back in a neatly woven net. No one knew why
treecats were so hyped on celery, but ever since that first, fateful encounter, treecats had been popping
out of the woodwork, so to speak, all over Sphinx, importuning their new friends for all the spare, stringy
stalks humanity's kitchen gardens could grow. The sheer number of treecats who had abruptly come
calling suggested a far-flung and quite sophisticated communications system of unknown origin, all the
more remarkable because the treecats had succeeded in hiding from a high-tech civilization for fully half a
Terran century.

Enter one eleven-year-old genius with a camera and a battered, shattered glider, and fifty years of
secretive observation from the treetops had ended with treecats exploding onto the scene, seeking out
human companions in the same way little Stephanie Harrington's crippled treecat had come to her rescue,
leaving its own kind to live with her family. While the adoption rates were not very high compared to the
overall human population—perhaps one in only a million or so—compared to fifty T-years of total
secrecy, during which humanity hadn't even suspected the treecats' existence, the sudden switch in tactics
on the part of the treecats was startling.

Clearly, the treecats were as insatiably curious about people as humans were about treecats—yet
humanity still knew almost nothing about their newest neighbors. Not even their level of intelligence could
be accurately determined, although Scott had begun forming his own ideas along those lines. Thanks to
his somewhat bizarre genetic legacy—one he'd sooner have been slow-roasted over coals than reveal to
anyone, let alone the xenologists here to study the treecats—Scott was somehow "tuned in" to the
emotions of a sentient alien, one that was, he was beginning to suspect, a whole lot smarter than any
human on Sphinx had begun to guess. He also suspected that eleven-year-old Stephanie Harrington
wasn't telling the full truth abouther treecat, either, not if Scott's experiences with Fisher were any
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indication. And he was beginning to suspect he knew the reason for her silence.

One of the most intense feelings close association with a treecat engendered was an overwhelming
protectiveness, an almost subliminal sense thatwhatever an adoptee learned about his or her treecat, it
should under no circumstances be made public knowledge too quickly. Treecats clearly needed the help
of their human friends to avoid the fate of so many other indigenous, low-tech, aboriginal populations
throughout human history. Caution and secrecy seemed the better part of wisdom until more could be
determined about the simple basics of treecat biology, sociology, and culture. Not to mention how
humanity was going to react in the short-term, never mind the long-run.

And that was a difficult job, even for an adoptee. Even one like Scott, who had the somewhat
unexpected advantage of his ancestors' irritating tendency toward "second sight" flashes of empathy or
whatever it was that Scott experienced on a daily basis with Fisher. That the treecats possessed some
level of telepathy or empathy was obvious from the reports made by any "adopted" human. But no
instruments existed to measure a thing like telepathy, much less an empathic trait. Understandably, the
xenologists were massively frustrated.

At the moment, so was Scott MacDallan.

The "stray," as the Zivonik children had christened the emaciated treecat, had filled his cadaverous little
belly and promptly gone to sleep. After the successful delivery of squalling young Lev Zivonik, the stray
had graciously suffered Scott to plunk him into hot, soapy water to remove the caked blood and dirt. But
he—for the stray was definitely male—would not let go of Scott afterward, no matter what enticements
were offered. He simply held onto Scott's shirt, which Irina had thoughtfully laundered for him while little
Lev was getting himself born, and shivered.

And Fisher displayed an urgent desire for Scott to go outside. Scott suspected that Fisher was relaying
what the stray was feeling; or perhaps Scott was also picking up a sense of urgency from the thin treecat
clinging to him, but what he couldn't fathom was why the treecats wanted so earnestly for him to hike into
a picket wood wilderness after a long, intensive delivery that had left him tired enough to want to go
directly home and collapse for the evening.

Each time he quietly suggested they might go back to town and return later, however, Fisher grew nearly
frantic and the strange treecat emitted choked, mewling sounds like a kitten being mauled in the jaws of a
killer dog. Scott swallowed hard and tried to sound a reasonable note. "But Fisher, it'll be dark in a
couple of hours and I really need to get some sleep. I don't want to fly after dark, not as tired as I am."

"Bleek . . ."
Aleksandr asked, "Can you get a sense of how far away they want you to go?"

Scott shook his head. "I can't get that kind of detail. Nobody can. All anyone can really pick up is a sort
of subliminal sense of intelligent feeling," he lied through his teeth, aware of Irina's sharp glance. "Well,
occasionally, sign language and pantomime can convey a pretty clear meaning, but it's maddening, trying
to communicate with a sentient that can't speak your language, knowing you can't possibly learn how to
speak its language, either." He considered the problem for a moment. At length, he suggested, "Fisher?
Could we fly there?"

He received a bewildering flash of confused emotions, closed his eyes to try sorting them out. Anxiety,
sharp fear, rage . . . Scott blinked, stared at his friend.Rage? Fisher huddled on the table in front of him,
looking forlorn and solemn.
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"I'm not sure why," he said slowly, "but I don't think the treecats want me to use the air car. They're
afraid of it. Not Fisher, I mean, he's flown with me dozens of times, but if I'm reading Fisher's reaction
right—and that's a big if, I'll grant you that much—I'd say the stray's scared witless of the idea."

Alek lifted one shaggy brow. "Really? Well, we could set out on foot now and if we haven't found
anything in an hour, we could turn around and come back, put you up in the boys' room and get a good
night's sleep, then start out again tomorrow."

"Bleek!" Both treecats spoke in unison.
"I think they approve." Irina smiled.

Alek added, "T've got a spare rifle. It's not likely we'll run into a hexapuma, and peak bears don't
generally come down this low in a valley, but I don't go hiking without a good rifle in my hand."

Scott glanced up. "No, I don't blame you. I've seen what hexapumas and peak bears can do to a man
inadequately armed. I've got a rifle of my own in the air car, though, thanks." He scraped back his chair,
offered his shoulder to Fisher, who jumped lightly to his accustomed perch. "Let me just get it."

The stray wouldn't go near Scott's air car. Scott retrieved his gear, casting uneasy glances at the
emaciated treecat who sat in the nearest tree, bleeking in terrible distress, and wondered why the treecat
reacted so violently to air cars. Surely nobody would have harassed a treecat colony from an air car?
The 'cats were protected by the Elysian Rule and the fiercely protective reaction of their newest
neighbors, most of whom earnestly wanted this most recent and personal of interspecies relationships to
get off on the very best of feet. But Scott couldn't imagine any other reason for the treecat's reaction,
which caused him a great deal of concern as to who might be guilty of "buzzing" a treecat colony from the
air. All sorts of dark thoughts ran through his mind as he gathered up what he'd need for even a short
hike into Sphinx's wilds.

Irina Kisaevna volunteered to go with them and Scott seriously considered agreeing; she'd been of
immense help during the early months of his adjustment to Fisher. But Evelina Zivonik was still recovering
from the delivery and Aleksandr was uneasy about leaving her alone without an adult in the house, so she
reluctantly agreed to stay.

"Be careful out there, Scott," she said urgently before returning to the house. "We don't know what's
happened or what the treecats want you to see out there. I'm worried."

Scott nodded, kissing her gently. "So am I. Believe me, we'll be very careful."

"Good." She smiled up at him. "Go on, then. Solve our mystery for us, Scott. I know you're anxious to
be off."

He rubbed his nose sheepishly. Irina Kisaevna knew him too well. "We'll com you if we find anything, all
right?"

"I'll sit by the speakers and wait," she smiled, kissing him again.
They finally set out a quarter of an hour later, with Aleksandr Zivonik in the lead. His oldest boy Karl,

who at fifteen T-years was a keen marksman, covered their rearguard. Scott drew the relatively safer
middle position, with his own rifle and his medical pack strapped to his back. He'd learned the hard way
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to carry a well-stocked medical kit with him wherever he went—patrticularly on hikes into the wilds of
Sphinx's picket wood forests, which were a tangle of interlaced, interwoven branches and nodal trunks,
thanks to the picket wood's bizarre method of reproduction.

The picket wood tree propagated itself by sending out four long, straight branches parallel to the ground
at a height of about three to ten meters, radiating out like spokes from a primitive wheel, at close to right
angles from one another. Periodically, these branches put down "roots" which grew downward and
formed a new nodal trunk, with perfectly ordinary, randomized branches growing above and below them.
A single picket wood "tree" could grow to hundreds of kilometers in length and breadth, an unbroken
green carpet that ran through river valleys, climbed partway up mountainsides, and spread out lushly
across flatlands, with thousands of "individuals" genetically identical to one another. Consequently, hiking
through a picket wood forest was an adventure in orienteering, since the interconnected system
prevented one from holding anything like a reasonably straight course for more than a couple of meters at
a time. It was a crazy way to reproduce, but it provided a perfect habitat for the arboreal treecats. The
picket woods created a kind of intercontinental "super-highway" system that, so far as could be
determined, inhabited every corner of Sphinx that would support the trees.

The treecats had taken to the tangle of branches the moment Scott and the Zivoniks entered the forest;
they raced ahead, pausing impatiently to let the humans catch up, then raced on as the sun descended
steadily toward the horizon. Scott wasn't a professional woodsman, but he enjoyed fishing with a passion
and had done his share of hiking to some of Sphinx's remoter spots, having emigrated here from
Meyerdahl only three T-years previously.

Sphinx didn't possess "true" fish, at least, not like Terran species, but wherever there was water, there
were things that lived and swam in it, things that would glom onto a hook dangled temptingly in front of
whatever they used for mouths, and that was all a born fisherman could ask of life. Scott loved the dense
picket wood forests, loved the scent of their leaves and the slanting sunlight that filtered down through the
dense green of the canopy, loved the clear, rushing streams and wild rivers that poured through these
forests, and the fresh colors of spring as the land came back to life after the unimaginably harsh winter
snows, fifteen Terran months of them, even this far into the subtropical zone of the planet.

Thanks to Sphinx's long year, spring—Scott's favorite season—also lasted a marvelous fifteen
T-months, which meant it hadbeen spring for the entire time he and Fisher had been companions, for the
entire time humanity and treecats had been getting to know one another, for that matter. There was
something satisfyingly appropriate about the growth of new ties and friendships with a brand new sentient
species while the whole planet they shared was coming back to life again.

Hiking through the burgeoning picket wood forest now, Scott breathed in the wild scent of a world
coming alive all around him, and smiled. Then he glanced upward, where two treecats waited impatiently,
and felt the smile run away like bilge water. Whatever the treecats wanted him to see out here, it wasn't
likely to inspire smiles. What in the world could have happened, to leave the strange treecat so cruelly
wasted with hunger and thirst? Where had all that blood come from? And why was the treecat so afraid
of air cars? For that matter, he'd clearly been wary of humans in general until Fisher had showed up with
Scott in tow, refusing to come anywhere near any of the Zivonik family. Why would a treecat be afraid of
people, yet broadcast its presence so vocally—and when a human turned up in treecat company, cling to
that person like a leech and insist they go with him into trackless wilderness?

Despite the overwhelmingly positive reaction of the Sphinxian human population to their arboreal
neighbors, Scott could think of several unpleasant reasons why a treecat might be afraid of any number of
people, given the history of human race relations, even amongst its own species. While the colonists

were, on the whole, good people, there were always troublesome, unpleasant individuals in any
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population and there had been occasional grumbles about sectioning off large parcels of previously
choice real estate as sacrosanct treecat preserves.

None of the darker thoughts occurring to Scott as they hiked deeper into the forest inspired any
confidence that this trek would have a happy outcome. So he gripped his rifle, watched and listened for
any sign of hexapumas or peak bears, and tracked the passage of time as the sun lowered gradually
toward the treeline. By the time the one-hour limit expired, Scott was flagging behind Aleksandr, an
increasingly footsore hiker—he wasn't wearing his hiking boots and civilian shoes weren't manufactured
with Sphinxian picket wood systems in mind—and was more than ready to turn back. As his watch
alarm sounded, he called a weary halt and shut it off.

"That's an hour," he said, unnecessarily.

The treecats burst into a frenzy of bleeking, racing along the horizontal picket wood branches overhead
to dance agitatedly just above them, then turning and racing back in the direction they'd been moving
steadily for a full hour, now. The urgency he was picking up from Fisher increased at least threefold. He
also received the distinct feeling that they were very close to whatever it was the emaciated treecat
wanted them to see.

"Five minutes," he agreed reluctantly. "Five minutes, then we turn back."

"Bleek!Bleek, bleek, bleek!"

Fifteen-year-old Karl Zivonik grinned. "Five minutes, huh? Just how hard is it to say 'no' to a treecat, Dr.
MacDallan?"

"Watch yourself, youngster," Scotty smiled, "or one of these days some pretty little lady treecat might
decide you're exactly what she's looking for—and then you'll find out!"

The boy's eyes went round. "Really? Do you think I might ever get adopted?"

Scott chuckled, then slapped the youngster's shoulder. "Frankly, I have no idea. The treecats can't share
their criteria for picking friends, after all, since they can't talk to us."

"Have any girl 'cats adopted anyone?"

Scott frowned slowly. "That's an interesting question, Karl. Come to think of'it, [ haven't heard of any.
I'll have to check it out. Maybe the xenology team that arrived to study them will know."

They forded a shallow creek, work boots and Scott's low-topped shoes squelching in the mud, and
climbed the opposite bank, heading deeper into a thick tangle of picket wood trunks. A couple of
minutes later, Scott noticed an increase in the light falling through the canopy, a familiar sort of increase
he'd noticed several times before while hiking to a promising fishing site, where occasional natural
clearings in the forest allowed in more light. Such clearings often marked the presence of small lakes or
old forest-fire scars or a change in topography or soils that discouraged picket wood growth. Another
minute later, they rounded a thick tree bole and emerged at the edge of a small clearing, just as he'd
surmised they would. But when he got a good look at that clearing, Scott rocked to a halt. So did the
Zivoniks.

It was not a natural clearing. A ragged hole had been forcibly torn through the forest canopy, leaving a
debris trail ninety meters long. Something large and man-made had plowed through the tangle of
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branches and upper-level trunks with massive, splintering force on its way to the forest floor. Bits and
ribbons of metal lay in torn, jagged shreds in a path arcing downward along the trail of broken branches
and clipped trunks. More metal fragments had embedded themselves in unbroken trees on either side of
the path of devastation, where the force of impact had flung them. Scott's gaze followed the trail of ruin
down and to their left, aware of a sick tension in his muscles as he sought what he knew he must
inevitably find.

And there it was, nearly a dozen meters to their left. A massive cargo carrier had come down at what
must have been a terrific rate of speed. The hulk had finally smashed against a picket wood trunk too
thick to snap off, about two meters above the forest floor. The metal frame had crumpled like fragile
tissue paper around the picket wood, then slammed down to the forest floor at an insane, twisted angle, a
complete ruin.

Scott swallowed hard.
How many people had died, inside?

The treecats uttered shrill, sharp sounds and raced away through the tangled, broken branches, making
for the wreck. Scott caught Aleksandr's glance. He considered suggesting that Karl stay behind, then
thought better. The Zivoniks were pioneering folk, farming a hundred klicks from their nearest neighbor.
Sheltering the boy wouldn't do him any favors. Colonists needed tough hides. The look in Alek's eyes
told him the same thoughts had gone through the farmer's mind, as well. Aleksandr nodded sharply, then
broke trail through the ruin of debris and splintered trees. Young Karl said nothing and looked rather
pale, but followed his father without pause. The medical pack Scott had strapped on before leaving the
farmhouse felt useless, a superfluous gesture in the face of violent death.

They climbed over fallen limbs and shattered tree trunks until they reached the wreck, then Aleksandr
said, "Let's see how stable she is before we go looking for the hatch."

Scott nodded. The big farmer studied the way she lay, looked at the broken tree limbs under the hull
where she'd dug partway into the ground, then shoved at the battered airframe and hung his full weight
from it. She was wedged in solid as a mountain, from the look of things. As they hunted across the
twisted hull for the access hatch to the pilot's compartment, Scott dreaded the sight which awaited them.
He found a vaguely familiar, battered logo on a badly dented section of hull, a stylized picket wood tree
with its trunk formed from the double-helix spiral of a DNA molecule. The paint was so badly scraped,
the name had been completely obliterated, leaving only about half of the double-helix tree. Aleksandr
Zivonik noticed him peering at it and looked over his shoulder.

"That's a BioNeering company logo," the farmer said quietly. "They've got a research plant out here
somewhere, but it's a long way from our farm."

"I thought I recognized the logo, I just couldn't place it."

Overhead, the treecats emitted a sharp whistling sound and jumped down onto the uptilted end of the
wreck, scampering across the side to pause halfway down.

"Looks like they found the way in," Karl said nervously. The boy was swallowing hard.
"T begin to suspect," Scott said slowly, "that the stray 'cat knew whoever was inside." He couldn't

imagine any other reason for the treecat to behave in such an agitated fashion, or for the 'cat to have been
in such a wretched state. Had the stray adopted the pilot, perhaps, and been left behind when the air car
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took off for its cargo run? Just how long had the air car been down? It would take days to run that much
weight off a treecat. The thought of Fisher struggling across miles of wilderness trying to reach/im
brought a thickness to his throat. Scott started to climb cautiously up the dented, twisted hull and found,
not the hatchway, but the shattered windows of the pilot's compartment.

One look and Scott swallowed sharply. It was not difficult to determine where the blood all over the
treecat's fur had come from. The pilot's compartment had been awash with it, before the spatters and
puddles had dried to a rusty brown scum.

"The hatch is back here," Aleksandr said off to Scott's right. "The frame's bent pretty badly around it,
but the latches popped under impact." Bending metal shrieked in the unnatural stillness, a desecration that
couldn't be avoided. Scott edged his way around to help pry it further open. The hatch shrieked in
protest, but finally gave way. Scott ducked through first. The stench of decaying flesh gagged him. He
paused to cough and wipe his mouth, then fumbled for a mask from his surgical kit to tie around his
mouth and nose. Wordlessly, he handed masks to the Zivoniks. The control compartment was a fraction
of its original size. Judging from the debris, there'd been three people inside when she'd impacted. Pilot
and co-pilot, probably, maybe a company executive or an employee headed to or from that remote plant
Alek had mentioned.

Aleksandr Zivonik spoke in a muted whisper through his mask. "Must've come down during one of the
big storms or we'd have heard the crash from the house. Sound travels a long way out here. We can't be
more than two, three kilometers from the house, tops. How long you figure it's been?"

"At a guess, given the state of the bodies, they've been dead at least a week. And there were some
pretty bad storms last week, which could've forced them down. I had to fly through a couple of real
humdingers and I was just skirting the edges."

How far could one frantic treecat run in a week's time, not pausing to eat or rest? Thoughts of Fisher
brought his eyelids clenching down. The sound coming from the emaciated treecat got them open again.
That sound was a feeble shadow of Fisher's familiar, comforting croon. The treecat huddled over what
must have been the co-pilot, shaking and wheezing in a grief so sharp, Scott found himself blinking too
rapidly and swallowing much too hard. The specter of death was always difficult to face, even for a
physician who'd seen it strike many times before; witnessing this depth of grief from an alien creature for
a lost human companion . . .

He turned aside, unable to hide the wetness in his eyes any other way.

A weight settled onto his shoulder and Fisher wrapped his tail around Scott's throat, crooning softly and
rubbing his head against Scott's cheek. He clenched his fingers through his friend's thick fur and just
stood there for a moment, trying to come to terms with powerful feelings which he knew from experience
were no longer entirely his own. Aleksandr's voice reached him, speaking quietly into his wrist com.

"Twin Forks Tower, do you read?"

"Twin Forks, we read you, over."

"Aleksandr Zivonik, here. Doc MacDallan's with me. We, uh, just found a wrecked air car, looks like
it's been missing a few days."

There was a brief pause, which Scott used to move closer to the grieving treecat. He hesitated, then
stroked the thin 'cat gently. It quivered under his hand, but made no protest. Twin Forks Tower came
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back on.

"Cargo air car?"

"That's right."

"Yeah, we got a report on a missing cargo carrier about six days ago. Its crash beacon must've
malfunctioned, because we haven't been able to trace it and the aerial surveys haven't been able to find it,
either. I've got a fix on you. Good God, what were they doing out there? That's five hundred klicks off
their flight plan. No wonder we couldn't find them."

"Well, they're found now. Looks like three bodies. Doc, you want to make the report?"

Scott cleared his throat, then keyed his own wrist com to the Twin Forks Tower's code. "Scott
MacDallan, here."

"Wylie Bishop, Doc."

Scott had seen him once or twice for minor ailments. "We've got three confirmed casualties in the pilot's
compartment. How many people were listed as missing?"

"Just the three. Conrad Warren, pilot, Arvin Erhardt,
co-pilot, and Pol Rafferty, passenger. How'd you find that air car, Doc? According to the section maps,
it must be three, maybe four kilometers from the Zivoniks' house, not what I'd call an easy stroll. Did the
Zivoniks hear it come down?"

"No." He had to clear his throat. "I think the co-pilot must have been adopted by a treecat, because a
half-starved treecat showed up at the Zivonik place today and led us back here."

"Atreecat 7" The shock in Wylie Bishop's voice was unmistakable.
"Yeah. My treecat, Fisher, insisted I hike out here, I didn't know why until we found the wreckage."

The com crackled sharply. "Good God. That xenology team is going to want every detail. Doc, I've got
Mayor Sapristos on, patching him through."

"Scott?" The mayor of Twin Forks sounded weary. Nobody ever wanted a fatal air crash to strike their
community and Sapristos was a good man who worked tirelessly to make Twin Forks and its outlying
settlements safe, pleasant places in which to live, work, and raise a family. He took the deaths of anyone
in his community very much to heart.

"Yes, Mayor?"

"Can you stand by at the wreck site? We've already got a recovery team airborne, headed your way.
They'll be there in thirty minutes, at most."

"Roger, we'll stay, and we'd appreciate a lift back to the Zivonik place. I left my air car there and the
Zivoniks don't want to be out here on foot after dark."

"Roger that, they'll lift you out, no problem."
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"Thanks. Am I acting as official coroner for the crash?"
"Yes, you've got the job and thanks, Scott. I'd appreciate the help out there."

"Right. I'll begin the preliminary medical exams and investigation, although it's pretty obvious what the
cause of death was."

"Copy that, and I'm sorry you had to be the one to find them."
"Yeah. Thanks. Just get that crash team out here, will you? It's going to be a long night."
"Roger that. The cavalry's on the way."

Their com units fell silent. Young Karl looked like a boy who needed to be violently ill and was holding
himself under control by willpower alone. Scott sympathized. "Somebody should stand watch outside.
With that hatch open, God knows what will be drawn by the scent. Whatelse, " he added, since it was
clear that small scavengers had already found their way through the broken windows to take advantage
of a macabre meal. "Take a spare rifle, too." He handed his to Karl.

"Yessir," the boy slurred out through his surgical mask. He took the rifle with a hand that was steady
enough to suit, but exited hastily.

"What can I do?" Aleksandr asked heavily.

"Dig through the cargo and the storage bins, see if you can find a portable generator and some lights.
This is going to take a while and the sun's going down. And call Irina, let her know what's happened."

The elder Zivonik nodded and started his search, keying his wrist com to call his waiting sister and wife.
His voice, speaking softly, drifted back to Scott as Aleksandr broke the news to his family.

Scott tried to comfort the grieving treecat one last time and had to fight blurriness in his eyes when the
'cat clung to his hand, looking up with such a pleading expression he could hardly bear to meet the
treecat's steady green gaze.

"I'm sorry," he whispered. "There's nothing I can do for him. I'm sorry."
Thin, three-fingered hands tightened briefly around his fingers. "Bleek . . ."

He crouched down, face-to-face with the treecat. "What?" he asked a little hopelessly, hating the
language barrier that put such an uncrossable chasm between them. "Surely you understand there's
nothing anyone can do? I can't help him. What is it you're trying to tell me?"

"Bleek!"

Scott listened hard with his emotions, with that sixth sense he'd inherited from generations of Scottish
"sensitives," trying to make some sense of what he was feeling reflected through Fisher and perhaps even
directly from this treecat. The chaotic emotions churning through him were far stronger now than they'd
ever been with just Fisher alone. Overwhelming grief and loneliness . . . pain and exhaustion . . . and
threading through it all like a trickle of hot, spilt blood, unending, anguishedrage . He shut his eyes, trying
to fathom the anger he was all but tasting, it was so strong. Whyanger ? Was this little treecat merely
expressing the anger felt by many another victim of disaster, who'd lost a loved one in a senseless vehicle
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crash? Or was it something else, something deeper? More . . . sinister?

Scott blinked at the agitated treecat in sudden surprise.Sinister ? Why had that particular word popped
into his mind? The treecat was clutching tightly at his hand, clawtips just barely unsheathed, pressing into
his skin. Scott stared into eyes the color of summer grass and wondered why he was feeling a dark
suspicion that something about this seemingly ordinary crash was not quite right. What wasn't right, he
couldn't begin to hazard a guess—and trying to pin down concrete reasons from the nebulous feelings
received from a treecat was almost as difficult as trying to travel between star systems without
Warshawski sails.

But suspicion lingered, a strong undercurrent of the anger reflected so powerfully by the treecats. Was
the grieving 'cat suspicious of the circumstances of his friend's death? Or had the co-pilot been suspicious
of something and the treecat was trying to pass along that feeling to Scott? According to the air car's
markings, this was a BioNeering cargo vehicle. Scott didn't know very much about BioNeering, other
than they'd set up business a couple of T-years back and had been expanding their business steadily,
providing welcome jobs and cashflow for the Sphinxian export economy.

Other than that, he'd paid little attention to the company, having more than enough to keep him busy,
what with his far-flung, madly pro-creative and fairly accident-prone patients, his occasional escapes into
the wilds to go fishing, and—ever since that last, disastrous fishing expedition—learning everything he
could get his hands on about Sphinxian treecats while recording his own daily, ever-wondrous
discoveries. He hadn't had time to go fishing since and hadn't really missed it, not with his remarkable
new friend to try and understand.

Huddled on the buckled floor plates of a blood-stained wreck, Scott gazed quietly into a heartbroken
stray treecat's luminous green eyes and found himself vowing that he would get to the bottom of this
mystery, whatever it took. If suspicion existed in this treecat's mind, then a careful investigation was
warranted. If suspicion had existed in the human co-pilot's mind . . . then an even more cautious
investigation was called for. People didn't carry around suspicions strong enough to leave a treecat in this
pitiful state without good reason.

And if a reason existed, Scott MacDallan intended to unearth it.

In the sepulchral darkness beyond the blaze of artificial lights, they gathered, arriving silently to sit in the
branches of the trees overlooking the place of disaster. The hunters and scouts of Walks in Moonlight
Clan mourned, even as they listened to the voices of the two-legs who had finally discovered the flying
machine which had come crashing down from the sky two hands of days before. The two-legs had come
at last to this clearing of sorrow to reclaim their own. Walks in Moonlight Clan had come to learn the
song of their grieving brother from Bright Heart Clan.

Within the ring of alert hunters and scouts, Clear Singer sat with her tail curled primly around her
true-feet, ears cocked toward the alien voices, which she had never heard directly before. Memory
singers did not leave a clan's central nesting place without great cause, but True Stalker would not leave
the remains of his friend until the two-leg responsible for that friend's death was punished—and for that to
happen, the other two-leg, who walked with Swift Striker of Laughing River Clan, must somehow be
made to understand what had happened.

It was beyond the hope of a starving, grief-stricken hunter and a simple scout, even working together, to
make a mind-blind two-leg understand the evil done here. But if Clear Singer added her own mind-voice,
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perhaps enough could be communicated to the mind-blind two-leg called "Scott" that the truth would be
discovered? Clear Singer could hope, for a grievous wrong had been done and if she succeeded, that
wrong might at least be known, even though it could never be righted.

Clear Singer seethed with frustration, unsure of herself as she had never been when questions of right
and wrong among the People were at issue. They knew so very little of the two-legs! There were those
among the People, some in her own Clan, who had called for an immediate withdrawal from the
two-legs, as too dangerous to risk further association with, when word had spread of the disaster in this
clearing and its dreadful cause.

Yet retreat was not the wise course, Clear Singer could see that as clearly as Sings Truly of Bright
Water Clan had seen it when the spring was still new and Climbs Quickly had first bonded with a two-leg
youngling. Yes, two-legscould be dangerous. The People had known that when the decision to reveal
themselves, to actively seek out more bonds with two-legs, had been made and carried out. That
decision had been the right one, Clear Singer knew that in her heart, for the two-legs could be
tremendous allies, as well. Already the People had learned things that had improved countless lives, in
dozens—hundreds—of clans.

And murder was not unknown, even among the People.

What Clear Singer did not know was how the two-legs viewed the deliberate killing of their kind by one
of their own number. If Clear Singer accomplished the impossible, if she somehow communicated with a
mind-blind creature like the two-leg Scott, if she somehow made him understand that murder had been
done in this tree-shattered clearing, what would the two-legs do? A creature that would murder three of
its own companions could not be trusted to remain at large amongst its own kind, nor could the People
risk letting such a creature walk loose. A mind-sick two-leg who would destroy its companions could
never be trusted to refrain from committing murder against the People—and after what True Stalker had
seen and heard and had done to him, he had more than ample reason to fear for his very life.

If True Stalker went back with the two-legs, trying to bring the killer's actions to light—without the
two-leg Scott understanding what True Stalker returned to—Clear Singer feared the grieving Bright
Heart hunter would not survive another hand of days. But if he remained with Walks in Moonlight Clan
or even returned to his own distant clan, the murder would never be known by any but the People. And
that, Clear Singer could not permit. Not without at least trying. So she sent her call to the clearing, where
the two who had summoned her to this place waited.

<I am ready.>
<We will come.>

It was now Clear Singer's turn to wait.

Swift Striker crooned softly, touching his true-hands to Scott's face to gather his friend's full attention.
The mind glow he so loved focused all its glorious brightness on him.

"Fisher?"

He had learned, that day he'd first glimpsed the two-leg called Scott MacDallan, that his friend's mouth
sound "Fisher" was the name his two-leg had given him, unable to hear Swift Striker's mind voice clearly
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enough to learn his true name. The name was so surprisingly close to his own name's meaning, he
delighted in the sound of it from Scott's lips.

"What is it, Fisher?"

He pointed into the night, away from the downed air car, toward the place Walks in Moonlight Clan had
gathered and now waited with their precious, irreplaceable senior memory singer. He knew the two-legs
feared the night in open forest like this, with good reason, but Scotthad to be made to understand. He
pointed again. "Bleek?"

Along with that plaintive sound, Swift Striker put all the intense need he felt for Scott to come with him.
At his side, True Stalker—whose grief was a knife-cut in Swift Striker's mind—added his own urgent
summons, silently reinforcing Swift Striker's plea and even reaching out to grasp Scott's nearest hand in
both True Stalker's own.

Scott twitched his face into the gesture of unhappiness. "You want me to come with you? Out there?"

The stubborn resistance Swift Striker had learned to recognize flared in his friend's mind glow. It was
dangerous in the forest at night. Scott did not want to go anywhere near the trees at the edge of this
ruined clearing.

"Bleek!" The grieving True Stalker ran to the shattered windows of the broken flying machine, bleeking
his distress, came back and grasped Scott's hand again, dragging at it, tugging Scott's large, smooth
fingers in the direction of the forest and the waiting Clear Singer. "Bleek!Bleek! "

True Stalker's reaction had startled Scott; water-blue eyes had widened. "What in the world's gotten
into the two of you?"

At least, that was the emotional gist of the question. Swift Striker was still learning the two-leg language
of mouth noises and although he had mastered many basic words, complex ideas and abstract concepts
were laboriously difficult to translate. He knew that Clear Singer, waiting in the darkness, shared his
frustration, with even greater reason. If a senior memory singer with the help of an entire Clan could not
get across what True Stalker so desperately needed Scott to know, who among the People could?

"Bleek!" Swift Striker tried again, voicing his frustration the only way he could. "Bleek!" He, too,
dragged at Scott's hand with one of his true-hands, while pointing urgently toward the waiting memory
singer. If they could just get him outside, far enough from the other two-legs for him to realize other
treecats were out there,a// wanting him to come, Swift Striker knew Scott would risk any number of
death fangs to try and understand what they were attempting to tell him. The love he felt for his two-leg
friend that this was so was all the sharper for the darkness in True Stalker's mind, where a beloved mind
glow would never be welcomed again.

The hunter's grief burned through Swift Striker's awareness, an agony none of the People could possibly
have ignored, for True Stalker had sensed, despite the immense distance between them, that his friend
Erhardt hadknown he and his companions were being murdered even as the flying machine fell, crippled,
from the sky. And the two-leg responsible for that devastating crash had tried to kill True Stalker,
attacking in his worst moment of pain and grief, with murder in her heart. His clan, already thrown into
chaos by the two-legs' terrible, incomprehensible accident at theirresearch place—an accident which
was devastating his clan's home range—had packed their food stores and flint tools, their baskets, carry
nets, and kittens with frantic haste, even while True Stalker fled for his life.
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With a mind-sick two-leg attacking the People as well as her own kind, Bright Heart Clan's very survival
demanded they immediately abandon their doubly-threatened central nesting place. Not only was their
hunting range devastated, with many of the animals they depended on dead, killed by the poisons the
dissolving trees emitted to keep any animals from spreading the two-legs' mysterious blight from
damaged, dying trees to undamaged, healthy ones, the clan's central nesting place lay far too close to the
two-leg habitation to risk leaving their kittens and memory singers where this mind-sick, murderous
two-leg could all-too-easily find and strike at them.

And while the People had occasionally been forced to hunt down and kill one of their own hunters or
scouts who had become murderously mind-sick, such as Bright Water Clan had been forced to do when
a High Crag Clan hunter had attacked their scouts, trying to steal kittens for hideous purposes, Bright
Heart Clan could not trust the wisdom of doing the same to a mind-sicktwo-/eg . The newcomers were
simply too powerful, too great an unknown to risk the entire future of the People, even if their cause was
a good one. Misunderstandings between those who could not speak to one another were far too great a
risk to jeopardize the future of the entire People; nor was there any guarantee that the two-legscould
comprehend what had happened here, or comprehend it in time to protect Bright Heart's kittens and
females from their mind-sick companion. So the Bright Heart Clan deserted their home to find safety
elsewhere and the grieving True Stalker, his entire clan in flight, refugees in their own home range, had set
out to find his murdered friend—and any two-legs who might help him prove that murder had been done.

He had found Swift Striker and Scott MacDallan.

Swift Striker, huddled now beside the remains of True Stalker's murdered friend, tightened his true-hand
around Scott's finger and thumb, desperate to make his own friend understand. "Bleek?"

Scott regarded him for a long moment, his water-blue eyes dark and troubled. The artificial lights which
shed so brilliant a blaze in the cramped space glinted on the fire-colored curls of his head fur. Swift
Striker had never seen a two-leg before he'd found Scott, had never seenany creature with fur the color
of bright hearth fires. Scott's pale skin, lighter in color than the cream in Swift Striker's own fur, was
almost as mottled as Swift Striker's pelt, not with fur, for most of him was smooth and virtually furless,
but with pale golden spots and splotches, hundreds of them, as though little droplets of sunlight had
splashed across his skin and glowed now from inside it.

Of all the two-legs Swift Striker had now seen, he thought Scott MacDallan was by far the most
strikingly decorated; that his mind glow was as brilliant and unique as his appearance only made Swift
Striker love him the more. And he had tasted his friend's determination to discover what had happened
here, knew that if Scott would only come with them, the chances of his learning the truth would be far
greater.

"Bleek?" he pleaded again.
"I ought to have my head examined," Scott MacDallan muttered.

But he was moving toward the shattered hatch and Swift Striker could taste his decision to go at least a
little ways with them. Exultation sent his mind call soaring out to the waiting Clear Singer. <We come!>

True Stalker darted out through the window, while Swift Striker chased after Scott and found his
favorite place on his friend's shoulder. The process of removing the two-legs who had died inside the
flying machine was finished and now two-legs Swift Striker had never seen were moving all through the
machine, tinkering with bits and pieces of it and using tools whose purposes Swift Striker could not begin
to fathom. One of these two-legs called out something to Scott.
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"Doc, are you going to do an—?" Swift Striker could not yet interpret some words, leading to frustrating
gaps in two-leg conversations.

"No, I'll—them later." Whatever it was, Swift Striker received the impression of distaste for something
unpleasant. "What about you?" Scott called back.

"Almost done. Where are you going? The rescue car's that way, not under the trees."

"I just wanted to check out something under the—" The feeling Swift Striker got from that was "front of
the flying machine."

"Have you got a pistol?"

Thatword Swift Striker knew. Scott took either apistol or arifle with him whenever he walked through
a forested area away from town or one of the far-flung houses they visited so frequently. Swift Striker
had seen him use thepistol once. While not as devastating as the larger, longer weapon calledrifle,
Scott'spistol had still killed a half-grown snow hunter with only two thunderous barks from its long, thin
tubular end. Therifle , he knew from memory songs of those who had witnessed them being used, could
kill a death fang at full charge, with only one such thunderous roar.

"Yes, I have my pistol, Garvey. I'm not a greenhorn newcomer to Sphinx, you know!"

The other two-leg laughed, although Swift Striker could taste the grimness behind that sound. All the
two-legs who had come to this clearing were distressed by what they had found. Swift Striker knew that
distress would increase sharply if they understood the reason they had found their companions dead here.
At least, he knew Scott's distress would. The other two-legs, he wasn't quite so certain about. And that
was one reason Walks in Moonlight Clan's memory singer waited for them in the trees. Swift Striker had
learned a great deal about the two-legs, hoped he understood them sufficiently to judge how some of
them would react, when they understood this wreck completely. But he had not learned enough.Never

enough.

So he wrapped his tail around his friend's neck and crooned encouragingly as Scott picked his way
cautiously through the debris of broken, jagged wood and torn metal at the base of the wreck. True
Stalker waited for them at the edge of the forest, rising up on his true-feet to tug at Scott's hand.

"Bleek!"

Scott moved cautiously toward the looming trees, wariness sharp in his mind glow. His hand hovered
near the handle of his weapon. When they reached the first thick trunks and spreading branches, he
halted and would go no further. Swift Striker knew he would not leave the safe haven of the artificial
lights, not without much greater incentive than they'd already given him.

<He fears the darkness and the death fangs,> Swift Striker called to the waiting Walks in Moonlight
Clan. <He will come no farther unless we show ourselves. If we give him reason enough to be curious, he
will come farther. And two-legs know that a massed clan can kill a death fang with ease, for Climbs
Quickly's youngling saw Bright Water Clan destroy the death fang that nearly killed her and Climbs
Quickly.>

Swift Striker listened intently to the response, hearing the hurried exchange of worried thoughts between
clan hunters and the precious senior singer of Walks in Moonlight clan. A moment later, Clear Singer's
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mind voice, so much more powerful than any hunter's or scout's, answered clearly. <We will show
ourselves.>

Like spirits of ancestors visiting in the night, the assembled Walks in Moonlight Clan materialized from
the darkness, appearing on branches in a wide arc around Swift Striker and his beloved two-leg. Eyes

gleaming in the harsh lights from the clearing, they showed themselves in a silent, welcoming mass.
k %k %k

"Good God!"

Treecats—hundredsof treecats—materialized out of thin air where moments before there had been only
empty, shadowed picket wood branches. The fine hairs along Scott MacDallan's arms stood starkly
upright. A wave of warmth, of welcome and encouragement, rolled over him with the power of a
breaking thunderstorm. On his shoulder, Fisher said, "Bleek . . ."

—and pointed toward the darkness beneath the trees.
The treecats wanted him to go out there?

"But why?" he gasped, trying to understand why several hundred treecats would be concerning
themselves over a simple air car crash. Surely they'd seen other crashes? This was hardly the first air car
that had smashed into the Sphinxian forests during the past fifty T-years, killing all crew and passengers
aboard.

Orrin Garvey's voice drifted to him from the back of the wreck. "Doc? You okay out there? Thought I
heard you shout something."

"Yes, I'm fine. I was just startled by something I saw, that's all. I'm going to take a closer look down
here."

"Don't take too long. We're just about set to pack up and head home."
”Right."

Scott wasn't sure why he didn't tell Garvey about the massed treecats gazing so intently down at him, but
he was receiving the very strong impression that he was the only human welcome out here tonight. And
that thought disturbed him far more than he liked to admit, coming as it did on top of his disquieted
feelings about the wreck and the grieving treecat who'd brought him all the way out here to it. Humanity
understood so very little about the tiny arboreals, any contact with "wild" treecats was unnerving, even
after nearly a T-year spent in the constant company of a treecat recently converted into a city dweller.
Coming face-to-face with what looked like upwards of two or three hundred wild treecats,al/ of them
firmly putting themselves squarely in the middle of an ugly business, drew Scott's nerves taut against his
bones with fear. That those same three hundred or so wild treecats were also focusing their uncanny
attention squarely oniim only made the situation scarier.

Scott MacDallan was no diplomat.

At the moment, however, he appeared to be the only human Sphinx's native inhabitants wanted to open
diplomatic relations with. The treecats could've showed themselves at any time, to the Zivoniks, to
Garvey or Vollney, or the pilot of the rescue car, but they hadn't. They'd waited, hidden in the darkness,
until Fisher and the distraught stray had convincedhim to follow them out into the trees.
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Looks like I'm a diplomat, after all . . .

"Okay," he said quietly, addressing the hundreds of treecats who watched him so closely, "I know there
won't be any hexapumas around, not with that many of you here. Although why you wantme . . . " There
wasn't much point in speculation. He'd find out shortly, for himself. Scott glanced over his shoulder
toward the crash-investigation team finishing up their preliminary evaluation of the crash site, then stepped
cautiously beneath the dark trees. He could feel the treecats' eyes following his progress as he left behind
the safety and warm glow of lights in the clearing. Nervousness as well as fear prickled along his spine,
but he trusted Fisher implicitly, for his companion had earned that trust multiple times over the course of
their unlikely friendship.

At length, he spotted a faint glow beneath the trees and realized with a shock of surprise that a small fire
burned just ahead. Old leaves and fallen deadwood crackled underfoot as Scott moved uncertainly
through the darkness toward it. He caught the scent of woodsmoke, unmistakable in the still spring air.
Then his eyes adjusted to the dim light and he made out small, furred shapes seated around the tiny
campfire. Their positioning and some indefinable sense of emotion he was catching from Fisher told Scott
this was a deeply formal gathering, thick with protocol. He swallowed sharply and wondered what to do.
I'm no xenologist! What if I blunder into this and mortally offend a highly placed treecat
dignitary? The xenologists hadn't even figured out how treecat familial and social organizations operated,
never mind their political ones.

For a brief, blinding instant, Scott bitterly regretted his complete lack of camera or sound-recording
equipment, despite the fact that his instinct to keep what he learned to himself was currently operating full
tilt. Then Fisher jumped lightly to the ground and the half-starved treecat appeared from the darkness
overhead, and Scott realized the council session—or whatever this might be—was already open for the
main order of business. Fisher and the stray moved between ranks of large, clearly male treecats toward
the fire, where they greeted a much smaller, slimmer treecat. Scott studied this one sharply, cursing the
dim light. Ruddy firelight which flickered across this smaller 'cat suggested a darker, brownish tint to the
coat, darker, certainly, than the grey markings in Fisher's coat.Female? Scott wondered. The other 'cats
regarded her deferentially and Scott received an overwhelming sense of protectiveness toward her from
the assembled treecats.

Maybe the treecats wanted him because Scott, alone of probably all humans on Sphinx, could sense
their emotions so clearly? For the first time in his life, Scott's unwanted genetic heritage suddenly loomed
as a major plus in his favor, rather than an embarrassing handicap to be hidden from friends, colleagues,
and acquaintances at all cost.If the treecats are communicating through telempathic means, maybe
I'm not such a bad choice of ambassador, after all? The thought encouraged him a little, even though
he cringed at the idea of telling anyone what he was sensing at this council fire right now.Better keep my
mouth shut and figure this out on my own, rather than risk telling some off-world xenologist,
"Yes, well, I sort of read the treecats' emotions, uh, like a psychic, you know . . ."

No, that was definitely out. Whatever the treecats had to tell him out here, he was on his own when it
came to pursuing it.

They were half-a-dozen paces from the low, crackling fire when Fisher turned and bounded back
toward him. "Bleek?" He sat up on his rear-most legs, looking for the world like an oversized Terran
prairie-dog. Fisher caught at Scott's fingers. "Bleek?" He was tugging Scott forward.

"Okay." Scott was willing to be led toward the tiny, crackling fire. The smaller, darker treecat's gaze was
uncanny. Her eyes were also green, but a darker hue, more pine than grass. Scott towered over her. A
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remembered snatch of basic psychology prompted him to sit down, cross-legged, to face her, presenting
a less intimidating presence to the tiny creature opposite the fire. "Hello."

She tipped her head to one side, studying him gravely. "Bleek."

A delicate voice, pure as silver bells. Scott smiled, scarcely aware that he did so. She was exquisite.
"Why do you want to see me?" he asked slowly, without much hope of being understood, since it had
taken Fisher a fair amount of time to learn as much human vocabulary as he knew. An instinct he'd
learned to pay attention to when dealing with treecats told Scott this one had never seen a human before.
At least, not a live one . . . An overwhelming aura of curiosity and surprise nibbled at his awareness,
whether from her or from the assembled hundreds of treecats with her, he wasn't sure. Finding himself in
the role of ambassador for his entire species weighed on Scott, made him concentrate doubly hard on
every emotional impression he received. Whatever these treecats wanted, it was abundantly clear that the
burden of figuring it out lay squarely on Scott's shoulders.

He gathered his resolve and waited.

Clear Singer felt a surge of hope as she studied Swift Striker's two-leg. He was, in truth, as mind-blind
as she had known he would be, for she had learned all the memory songs of those who had gone among
the two-legs and brought back the knowledge and taste of two-leg mind glows. But his mind glow was
as strong as a roaring forest fire, compared with some of the two-leg mind glows in songs she had tasted
and woven into her own. Swift Striker had chosen well, when he had crept through the forest the day he
had first seen this two-leg.

<This is the song of Swift Striker and his two-leg, whose name sounds like Scott MacDallan, in two-leg
speech,> she said to the assembled hunters and scouts of her clan. <I sing it that you may taste the depth
of courage and strength of purpose in this two-leg we seek help from, for this two-leg is the best hope
the People have in this time of crisis.> With the skill of long years and innate strength and sharpness of
mind, Clear Singer spun the memory song for her waiting clan.

Sunlight fell in a dappled pattern through the trees, casting motes of brilliance and shadow across
fast-rushing water beneath Swift Striker's perch. The soft spring air carried a tang of green things stirring
to life, and from the forest floor rose the heady scent of wet, warming earth. The river was narrow here,
where the island made it possible for long, horizontal branches to cross the gap and put down roots to
form nodal trunks on the rocky island, itself. The river bridge thus created was one of many up and down
this stretch of river, where it plunged and roared its way down out of the steep crags toward the valley
far below.

Swift Striker loved this place, where rushing water foamed and swirled into deep, dark pools of mystery
and lurking fish. He excelled at spotting them from above, at tracking them carefully, cautiously,

waiting . . . then flash! He struck true, centimeter-long claws sinking into the wriggling, wet body an arm's
length under the surface. Fur soaked and dripping, Swift Striker anchored himself with true-feet and tail
and used true-hands and hand-feet to drag the heavy, struggling fish out of the water and up onto his
branch, where he bit it neatly through the spine, killing it instantly. Nearly two-thirds as long as himself,
Swift Striker's dripping prize would be a welcome addition to the cook fires tonight. Unwinding his carry
net from his waist, he tied the fish securely and loaded it onto his back. His whiskers twitched
unpleasantly as water soaked into his back fur, but the sweet, delicate flavor of baked fish tantalized his
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imagination with promised delights.

Fishing was easier, he chuckled to himself as he set off along the rough-barked branches toward
Laughing River Clan's central nesting place, when it was done with large nets and many true-hands and
hand-feet to do the hauling. But the dull work of dragging a netful of wriggling captives onto the shore
could never compare with the delight of the flashing strike and the exhilaration of catching a canny old
monster unawares and dragging it up onto a sturdy branch with one's bare claws. Swift Striker wasn't the
only one of the People who felt that way, either; younglings approaching the age where they would first
be taught the ways of the hunt begged him to show his secrets and even oldsters whose prime had long
since passed smiled at the memory of their own long hours spent crouched above a deep pool, peering
down into sunlit green depths, patiently waiting for just the right instant.

Sounding deep waters to tease out the riches hidden within was in his blood, a passion and a joy shared
with a few, select others who understood in their hearts what it was that drew him again and again to the
branches overhanging the deep pools and fissured holes in the rushing, whitewater river. It was this joy, a
glow like a bright hearth fire on an ice-bitter winter day, that brought Swift Striker to an abrupt, quivering
halt on a branch high above a roaring cascade of water, grass-green eyes dilating in shock as he tasted it
from a completely unexpected direction. The mind glow beating against his awareness was as hot and
powerful as a raging, forest-deep wildfire, crackling and alive and immense. He had never tasted anything
like it—yet knew in an instant what it was, for the memory singers of his clan had repeated the memory
songs of Bright Water Clan, of the impossible, awe-striking bond which had formed between a Bright
Water scout and one of the two-leg strangers who had come from the skies.

Two-legs!

Swift Striker trembled with sheer delight as the power of the two-leg's mind glow and his own
astonishment rolled through him. Then, shaking himself as though he'd fallen headlong into the water and
dripped with waterlogged fur, Swift Striker crept slowly forward along his branch and peered cautiously
down through the thick leaves into the dizzying drop of water and vegetation along the river's
boulder-strewn banks. Two-legs had never come this deep into the mountains, had never been spotted
anywhere near Laughing River Clan's home range. What were they doing here? Had they come to build
nesting places of stone and not-wood, like those he'd seen in the memory songs received from other
clans?

Poking his muzzle through an opening in the dark green leaves, Swift Striker scanned the rocky
watercourse and spotted a bright flash of fiery color against the dark green foliage. Swift Striker stared,
entranced, at the creature below. The two-leg was standing almost immobile in a pool of shadow where
the great overhanging branches crossed the water to another small islet mid-stream, where another nodal
trunk grew from stony soil to spread the great tree to the far bank. Quivers of excitement raced through
Swift Striker, from the end of his sensitive nose to the tip of his bushy, prehensile tail, which twitched
irresistibly now as he gazed for the first time at one of the newcomers to his world.

Unlike any of the two-legs in the memory songs his clan's memory singers had relayed, this one's head
fur was as bright as a blazing fire, as full of unpredictable curls as a twisting vine. Like the two-legs Swift
Striker had seen in the memory songs, its face was bare of fur, all smooth skin, pale, yet oddly speckled
with a scattering of spots and splotches of golden hue, leaving the strange skin as mottled and subtle as
the markings on Swift Striker's pelt.

Tall and angular, the two-leg seemed denuded of limbs, possessing only four, yet it possessed also an
eerie, alien sort of beauty where it stood motionless on a boulder, peering intently into the deep water of
a rocky pool, as delighted to be there and occupied by the challenge of capturing a prize fish as Swift
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Striker himself had been just minutes previously. The two-leg had no claws in its stubby fingers with
which to secure a wriggling captive, and its true-feet were encased in heavy, cumbersome coverings that
hid its feet from view. In fact, the two-leg's entire body was swathed in body coverings of enticingly
strange stuff, differing colors and textures of it.

The two-leg held a long, slender rod of something that at first glance looked like wood, but upon closer
inspection could not have been wood that grew from any plant Swift Striker had ever seen. The
not-wood rod gleamed white, like winter ice, and sported odd, glinting bits and curlicues as silver as any
fish's armor. A long, exceedingly thin, almost colorless cord trailed from it into the deep water of the
pool. That cord was narrower than one of Swift Striker's claws. How had the two-legs braided such a
thin cord? And what plant fiber had they used, to make it shimmer with almost no color at all?

As Swift Striker watched, entranced, the creature's hand—as speckled as its face—moved, touched
something at the side of its pole, and the line blurred into motion, reeling back up to the tip of the
quivering rod. A flick of the two-leg's wrist sent the line singing through the air again and a glinting,
furry-looking thing at the end plopped into the deep water behind a boulder, its aim perfect despite the
difficulty such a cast must have presented. Swift Striker didn't think he could have tossed a line from a
pole into such a small pool without many hours of practice, not without striking the rocks, tangling it in the
thick, overhead branches, or watching it skitter away down the rushing current where the river poured
down between jutting grey rocks in a froth of angry white water.

Swift Striker settled comfortably on his branch, ignoring the steady drip of his own catch as it shed water
into his fur, and waited, true-hands tucked under his chin, entranced by the two-leg below his perch.

Cast after cast angled out above the roaring water and landed with sharp, quiet plopping sounds in the
dark green depths. It occurred to him, after watching this curious ritual for several minutes, that the blurry
thing on the end of the line looked and sounded like a fat, wriggling bug that had fallen into the water. The
notion brought his ears pricking forward. He'd seen deep-dwelling fish rise from the gloomy depths to
snap up such morsels when they plopped clumsily into the water. The idea that a fisher could trick his
prey into mistaking a false bug for a real one caused his whiskers to tremble with intense interest.

Below, the line sang through the air again and the false bug popped into the still, deep water—which
boiled abruptly as something enormous surged upward. A flare of intense excitement from the two-leg's
mind glow caught Swift Striker with a shock of pleasure. His claws arched out, biting into the branch as
though he'd sunk them deep into a struggling fish. Then the line was singing and the pole's tip bent nearly
to the surface of the water. An enormous fish, bigger than Swift Striker, himself, surged up out of the
depths, trapped somehow on the end of the line. His pulse raced. He found himself half-crouching along
the branch, having surged to true-feet and hand-feet in his excitement. The monstrous fish lunged and
fought like a maddened death fang at the end of the cord. Water sprayed in arching droplets as the
enormous, glinting fish fought at the end of the two-leg's line. How could such a flimsy little cord hold the
frantic weight of such a monster? The two-leg burst into motion, abandoning its shadowed perch on the
enormous boulder. It splashed straight into the river, soaking its strange body coverings in an instant,
fighting to keep the tip of its pole above the surface, slowly and inexorably reeling in the line and the
struggling captive on the other end.

Feet slithering and sliding on the submerged boulders, the two-leg battled its prize and panted its visible
delight. Its eyes glowed like sunlight on a deep blue lake, its golden-speckled skin flushed with reddish
color that hadn't been there moments previously, when it had stood silently on the bank, waiting as Swift
Striker, himself, knew so patiently how to wait. At last, after a battle that would have left Swift Striker
exhausted, the deceptively fragile-looking line drew up short and the two-leg hauled the great fish up out
of the water. Clear, unexpected sound rippled from the two-leg, bright and burbling, a strangely perfect
accompaniment to the fierce glow of delight from its mind. The dripping fish was longer than the two-leg's
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arm, and the two-leg's arm was longer than Swift Striker, but the two-leg hoisted the fish with such ease
it left Swift Striker gasping in surprise. It would have taken many of the clan's hunters to drag such a fish
from the water; yet the two-leg held it one-handed, wading now back toward the shore and the boulder
it had abandoned.

Strong as well as tall he realized with a sense of wonder and discovery. The joy the two-leg felt to be
wading through the swift current, its prize hanging from one hand, while the sun filtered down warmly
through the trees and the rush of the river filled the air with music touched a chord deep inside his heart.
Not so different, then, he sighed happily, beginning to understand how the Bright Water Clan's scout
had been so drawn to the two-leg youngling it had somehow bonded with. His own clan had argued the
merits of Bright Water Clan's decision that the two-legs should be studied directly, that those of the
People who could, should try to establish such bonds as the now-crippled Climbs Quickly of Bright
Water had done, to learn all that could be learned of these newcomers.

Swift Striker had felt a keen sense of excitement, listening to the Bright Water memory songs, had found
his own heart pounding with the same terror and grim determination Climbs Quickly had felt, facing down
a death fang alone, knowing he could not win, in a battle to save his two-leg youngling. Laughing River
Clan had finally reached agreement that Bright Water Clan had been right to decide that the two-legs
should be sought out and studied, particularly since the youngling two-leg had leaped, broken and injured
as it was, to defend the fallen Bright Water Scout from the ravening death fang, as fierce in protecting her
friend as Swift Striker would have been in protecting any member of Laughing River Clan.

But two-legs never came to the deep mountains where Laughing River Clan's central nesting place lay.
They never even passed overhead in their great flying machines that carried them through the air with
such astonishing speed, like the one that had carried the broken, cruelly injured Climbs Quickly away to
be healed in the two-legs' nesting place. Swift Striker had sorrowed that he would not be likely ever to
meet a two-leg or be given such a chance which Climbs Quickly and others of the People had been given
to bond with a two-leg, as the People came cautiously out of a hiding that had lasted for so many turnings
of the seasons.

Yet here he was, clinging to a branch, enthralled by the wondrous brightness of this two-leg's mind glow,
with no idea where the two-leg had come from or how it had come to be so far from the nearest two-leg
nesting places, so close to him that Swift Striker could hear as well as taste the laughter in its voice and its
bubbling, chaotic mind glow. The Bright Water memory songs were accurate about two-leg minds, as
well. His delighted two-legwas mind-blind, his mind glow a churning mass of emotions without any
conscious thoughts forming from them, as the People were so adept at doing, yet he glimpsed a depth of
intelligence in that mind glow, an intelligence that tantalized and drew Swift Striker with a strength he did
not even want to resist. He found himself moving forward through the branches, down and toward the
riverbank, wanting nothing more than to peer into his two-leg's water-bright eyes and touch its strange,
hairless face and learn everything he could possibly learn from the bewitching depths of this creature's
bright mind.

Swift Striker had nearly reached the boulder the two-leg was wading back toward when it happened.
The giant fish was still struggling and flopping at the end of its line, ponderous and heavy, and the two-leg
was moving through a roaring swirl of white water between rounded, massive boulders, watching sharply
for its uncertain footing in the foaming water. The fish lunged just as the two-leg was placing a foot
between boulders, searching for an anchored footing. The two-leg was jerked off balance. It uttered a
short, sharp sound and started to fall sideways. A scorching flare of surprise and pain swept outward
from its mind glow, blasting across Swift Striker where he paused, rigid with abrupt alarm, on a swaying
branch.
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Then the two-leg fell heavily, the leg still planted in the swirling water twisting out from under it with a
sharp shock of pain through the ankle. It smashed down heavily, striking half-submerged boulders with its
back and shoulders and head. Pain smashed across Swift Striker, left him momentarily blind with agony.
The huge, armored fish, still lunging and fighting, crashed down across the two-leg's head and shoulders,
crushing the two-leg's skull against unyielding rock. White-hot, blinding pain caught Swift Striker so hard
he cried out with a sharp bleek of distress. Then darkness smashed down, erasing all but a thready trickle
of that bright, powerful mind glow.

Swift Striker huddled frozen in place, deeply shocked. The great fish flopped away, lying trapped in the
swirling water downstream. For just an instant longer, Swift Striker clung motionless to his branch, while
the two-leg sprawled insanely across the boulders, half buried in the raging water. A dark stain leaked
from its head, smearing the white water an ugly shade of red.

Then Swift Striker was moving, racing along the branches, flowing out above the angry river along the
rough-barked wood that crossed like a bridge toward the distant island. The heavy fish strapped to his
back hindered him. He tore impatiently at the knots of his carry net and freed it, dropping the fish with a
negligent splash into the water, then swarmed down trailing branches that came within a few hand-spans
of the two-leg's still form. A chill passed down Swift Striker's spine when he realized the two-leg had
fallen with its face partially in the water, its nose and mouth lying just under the foaming surface. Another
few moments of immersion and it would drown!

He used tail and true-feet to cling upside down from a branch just above the two-leg's head and tugged
at its brightly curled head fur, lifting with all his strength. He managed to pull the furless face clear of the
water and heard the shallow, ragged breaths it drew, but he couldn't possibly hold the two-leg's head like
this for more than a few moments. Already the muscles along his arms and legs and back burned with the
strain of holding up the heavy head. The carry net, still looped around his middle, flopped down his belly,
hanging limp. The idea that flashed into his mind had him wrenching at the remaining knots with his
hand-feet, freeing the net completely. He looped the net downward, snagging the two-leg's face in it, then
strained and pulled and struggled to drag the carry loops up over the snagging branch from which he
dangled.

The ropes slid over a sturdy fork in the rough-barked branch and held fast. The two-leg's face hung in
the net, just clear of the water rushing past its oddly shaped nose, but it could breathe now, safe as Swift
Striker could make it until it woke again. The pain in the two-leg's mind throbbed even with that mind lost
in unconsciousness. Swift Striker whimpered softly, unable to erase that pain and needing to do just that,
more than he could recall ever having needed to do anything in his life. Moving gingerly, still clinging
upside down from the branch, Swift Striker parted the silky, flame-colored head fur to peer critically at a
gash along the back which still bled. Angry swelling already spread outward and the flesh was hotter
there than elsewhere. Another gash crossed the upper portion of the two-leg's face above its eyes, where
the huge fish had crashed down against its head. The bruising here was even worse and the bones felt
wrong, as though the blow from the enormous, armor-scaled fish had broken them. The blood leaking
slowly down the boulder from the great cuts alarmed Swift Striker.

He narrowed his eyes, recalling the memory song his clan's memory singers had sung, of the two-leg
youngling which had halted Climbs Quickly's terrible bleeding where the death fang's claws had torn the
scout so cruelly. She had wrapped a cord around the injury and tightened it down. But Swift Striker's
two-leg had not suffered injuries on a forelimb, which could be tied off with cord, they bled from his
head. Still, if he tied something down tightly across the gashes, the bleeding might stop. The two-leg's
body coverings certainly provided sufficient materials for such a wrapping.

Swift Striker shifted along the branch with his true-feet and altered position cautiously, fumbling for his


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

flint knife, then tugged at a section of the covering over the two-leg's motionless arm. Sawing carefully,
Swift Striker separated long strips from the body covering, then moved gingerly, having to work through
the carry net he'd looped around the two-leg's face. It was awkward work, but after a brief struggle,
Swift Striker succeeded in tying the strips down over both gashes. Blood, dark red and terrifying, soaked
into them, but the flow slowed and gradually stopped. The two-leg remained unconscious, but it was still
alive.

Swift Striker stroked the smooth skin of the two-leg's cheek, crooning anxiously. Touching the two-leg
like this sent shocks of strange pleasure through Swift Striker. Its head fur was longer, silkier than his
own, yet the face, so smooth and soft, was not entirely hairless, he now realized. Tufts of fur grew above
its closed eyes, in an arching curve, and its jaw and cheeks bore a fuzzy shadow of hair, as though the
two-leg had scraped its face against something so abrasive it had rubbed all the hair off right down to the
skin. The prickle of remaining stubble was rough-smooth under his hands through the webbing of his
carry net, the golden-mottled skin icy pale.

Swift Striker scented the wind, but could catch no trace of any danger, certainly not the stink of a death
fang or the musky odor of a snow hunter. Death fangs, while not overly bright, knew better than to come
this deep under the trees of a clan's home range, and snow hunters tended to keep to the high slopes and
craggy peaks of the mountains. It ought to be safe enough to risk. Swift Striker let go with his tail and
true-feet and landed softly on the boulder next to his stricken two-leg. He chittered softly in anxiety, able
to do nothing else to help. Far too large and heavy to drag clear of the icy water, the two-leg would have
to remain where it was until it regained consciousness.

Crooning anxiously, Swift Striker stroked the two-leg's bright, wet hair and waited.

Consciousness returned reluctantly, in patchy bits and pieces of confusion. Blinding pain through Scott's
head dominated awareness for an uncertain stretch of time. Eventually other stimuli made themselves felt.
Cold water rushed across portions of him, leaving him numb in several places and shivering all over.
Deep-lying aches the length of his back told of injuries to muscle and soft tissue. His ankle throbbed
inside his high-topped wading boot. Unyielding rock dug into his shoulder and ribs and thigh. An
unfamiliar roaring in his ears gradually settled into the recognizable sound of rushing water. Memory,
splintered and broken, stirred. He had been wading through a rocky stream, had lost his footing. He must
be lying in the water, then, with rocks under him.

That made sense.

But something lay across his face, cutting into the skin like a web of ropes, and thatdidn 't make sense.
He stirred sluggishly, then bit back sour bile and a need to groan. For long moments, the only roaring he
could hear was the pounding of blood in his ears as his whole head threatened to detach itself from his
shoulders and go spinning away on the current like a child's balsa-wood raft. By the time his head had
decided it would remain attached, after all, Scott knew he was in serious trouble. He was a medical
doctor, after all, knew the signs and symptoms of shock and concussion as well as any other medical
professional on Sphinx.

The fact that he lay sprawled in an icy mountain river, unable to move, while sporting all the classic
textbook symptoms of head injury and physical shock, hundreds of kilometers from the nearest hospital
and several dozen meters from the shelter of his air car, left Scott MacDallan cold with a fear such as he
had never known in his life. An aching, burning crick in his neck prompted him to try, gingerly, to ease his
head into a slightly different position. He bit his lips and moved his head fractionally, swallowing back a
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cry of pain, and realized the sensation of webbing across his face was not an illusion.

Scott blinked slowly, wincing at the stab of light through his skull when he opened his eyes, and made a
discovery that left him suspended between broken thoughts. His face lay tangled in the mesh of a
hand-knotted net of some kind, which supported the weight of his head and left his nose mere millimeters
clear of the water. How in the world had he come to be lying face down with his head in a net? Moving
his arm left Scott gulping down bile, but his arm did work, even though the abused muscles in shoulders
and neck shrieked their protest. He felt gingerly at his head, blinked stupidly as his fingers encountered
rough knots and what felt like strips of cloth around his forehead and down the back of his aching skull.
The netting was taut, looped, he discovered, over a low-hanging tree limb. When he brought his hand
down again, it came away dark with blood.

At first, the low crooning sound didn't even register. He was lying there, trying to decide when and how
he'd managed to tie bandages around his head during a state of concussed coma, when he realized that
his fear was rapidly ebbing away. That was when the nearly subliminal sound that was sinking down
through the pain in his head, soothing him, somehow, registered.

He blinked with a tremendous effort and managed to look up . . . and grass-green eyes peered anxiously
right into his.

Scott came up out of the water with a convulsive yell. Then sprawled across the boulder, vomiting
helplessly while agony lanced deep into his brain. He felt tiny, gentle hands touch his head, his cheek and
brow, knew instinctively that the creature crouched beside him—whatever it was—not only meant him
no harm, it was trying to help. He didn't knowZow he knew that; he just knew it, as surely as he knew he
would die out here if he didn't get out of this freezing water and down the mountain and into the nearest
available hospital. For all of humanity's medical miracles, conquering diseases and developing human
cloning and other gene-manipulating technologies, even limited cybernetic enhancements, simple, stupid
accident still accounted for an appalling number of deaths, particularly on new colony worlds like Sphinx.
Scott lay there shuddering for long moments, huddled across the boulder, fighting the nausea in the pit of
his belly, aware that he was quite probably going to be the next accidental death recorded in Sphinx's
official records.

At length, gaining sufficient strength, he groped cautiously at the net still tangled across his face. He could
feel other hands moving deftly, as well, working at the back of his head and above him. Then the net
came loose and he was free. He blinked slowly and found a long, sinuous shape of mottled cream and
grey fur busily winding the net around its middle, using its four upper-most limbs in a graceful fashion.

A treecat . .. !

As the shock of that sank dimly through his aching head, it occurred to Scott MacDallan that if the
treecat hadn't wound that net around his face and looped it over that branch, he would have drowned
long before regaining consciousness. His throat ran dry at the realization that this tiny animal had
deliberately and quite cleverly saved his life. The treecat huddled down, crooning softly, and touched its
face to Scott's, rubbing soft fur against his cheek in a gesture clearly meant to comfort and reassure.
Wonder seeped through the fear and pain holding him prisoner. It gradually occurred to him that he
needed to start thinking about a way to survive this predicament. And to do that, he had to get out of this
icy water.

Scott inched his way awkwardly higher onto the boulder, trying to drag more of himself out of the river's
freezing clutches, then clamped shut his jaws and explored his injuries more thoroughly, finding
blood-soaked bandages of some kind which the treecat had clearly tied in place around the gashes in his
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head. When he probed the back of his skull, Scott groaned. But when he touched his brow, a bomb
detonated behind his eyelids and icy panic came up with the vomit as he spewed helplessly into the river,
fighting a pain in his head that he knew would kill him very soon if he didn't get help and get it fast.

Even if his skull wasn't broken, which it might be, with hairline fractures, the concussion alone was bad
enough that he might not even be able to stand up, much less hike down the river to the distant bend
where he'd parked his air car. He tried keying in the code for the Twin Forks emergency operations
center on his wrist com, but nothing happened. The com unit was damaged, its circuitry broken from the
fall against the boulders. He had a backup com unit in his backpack, but that was several meters away,
across a rushing stretch of boulder-strewn river and up a sloping riverbank and back under the nearest
spreading picket wood tree. Unless he could get his injured self out of this river and all the way up to that
pack, he couldn't even call for help.

Black terror lapped at his awareness, rising out of a bottomless chasm in a flood far colder than the river
he lay sprawled in. And straight through that terror, a sudden, unexpected warmth enfolded Scott,
nudged him back from the edge of that terrifying black pit, drew him up out of panic and back to an
awareness of the sunlit river and the touch of tiny, alien hands on his cheeks. He caught raggedly at the air
and managed to open his eyelids into the harsh glare of sunlight. The treecat huddled down in front of
him, crooning in distress. A moment later, it nestled right against him, pressing its warm body as close to
his heart as it could hold itself. Three pairs of hands and feet gripped his shirt firmly, as if saying,/'m not
going to let you go . The warmth and love rolling through him drew a broken sound from Scott. His
panic and fear ebbed away with the wetness spilling down his face.

With a concussion and shock and blood loss to overcome and a broad stretch of treacherous ground to
cover before he could even reach his communications gear, the odds against his survival had gone up
immeasurably . . . but he wasn't quite alone.

Swift Striker huddled as close to his two-leg as he could press himself and sank deeper into the bonding
trance. The two-leg's mind glow was similar enough to that of the People that he could, after a fashion,
establish a bond, even though the two-leg clearly couldn't complete it. But he was able to drain away the
ragged, cutting terror that rolled out of the two-leg's mind, aware of a not-quite-rightness that differed
from the taste of his two-leg's mind-glow just before the disastrous fall against the rocks. Swift Striker
had seen a youngling suffer damage to his head, once, when the youngling had mistimed a jump between
branches. The disastrous fall hadn't been fatal, but the smashing blow of the youngling's head against the
ground where he'd landed had left the youngling's mind glow crippled forever afterward. He'd been
completely unable to form clear thoughts after that terrible fall. Less than half a season later, the youngling
had quietly suicided.

The two-leg's terror and the broken taste of its mind glow reminded Swift Striker fearfully of that
tragedy. He poured love and reassurance through the bond, determined to protect this wonderful,
bright-haired creature, to get it safely back to its own kind. And he would stay with the two-leg, croon to
it. .. tohim , he realized, sinking deeper into the trance . . . would keep him from the despair the
mind-blind youngling had felt, if it were in Swift Striker's power to do so. The two-legs were used to
being mind-blind, after all; perhaps Swift Striker's constant reassurances would help enough, whatever
was actually wrong inside his head?

Determined to succeed, Swift Striker steadied the frantic chaos in his two-leg's mind glow, eased his
fright, soothed and crooned and drew away the physical hurting and the sharp emotional pain, as best he
could. The two-leg's pounding heartbeat gradually relaxed into a less frantic, only slightly irregular
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knocking and his breathing steadied down and his muscles turned from stone back to pliant flesh again.
His two-leg was still afraid, but the blinding, jagged terror had gone.

Swift Striker rubbed his head against the two-leg's wet cheek and burbled softly, then pulled his head

back and touched the two-leg's face with one true-hand. <You must get out of this cold water,> he
thought firmly.

It was no use, of course. The two-leg was mind-blind and couldn't understand. But when Swift Striker
pointed urgently toward the shore, his two-leg made some strange mouth noises that comprised two-leg
language and stirred a little. The two-leg's emotional aura tasted now of faint, renewed hope and
determination to try. A youngling of the People, so injured, would never have been able to accomplish
what his two-leg must if he were to survive. Swift Striker scented the wind and listened hard for any hint
of danger on the shore, then bleeked encouragement. Not even if Swift Striker summoned the entire
Laughing River Clan, could he hope to carry his new friend to safety. His two-leg must save
himself—with whatever feeble help Swift Striker could lend.

He feared it would not be enough.

The treecat blinked solemnly into Scott's eyes, still pointing toward shore, then made a soft sound.
"Bleek?"

Scott reached up, hand wet and shaking and smeared red. He hesitated, then dunked his fingers into the
freezing water to rinse off the blood. The treecat sat very still, permitting the touch of Scott's dripping
hand and unsteady fingers.Soft as dandelion down . . . The treecat closed grass-green eyes as Scott
stroked damp fur, then arched its long back and made a sound very like a buzzing purr. Through the
blinding pain, the fear, and the freezing ache of numbing water where it rushed across his lower legs,
dangling down from the boulder, Scott MacDallan smiled, enchanted.

The treecat sat up, peering into his eyes, then tilted its head and raised one arm, unmistakably pointing
toward the bank once again.Yeah, good idea, Scott agreed muzzily.Gotta get out of this freezing
water . Standing up was out of the question, however. Scott hunched himself into a semi-foetal position
on his side, then eased his way gingerly over toward hands and knees. His head mushroomed and he
gagged; but he made it onto knees and palms without vomiting. Scott knelt on the boulder, knees and
feet in the rushing water, head low, trembling, and willed the nausea back. Water splashed up across his
bare arm and he realized dimly that the strips of cloth around his head had been torn from his sleeve—or,
rather, cut from it, given the sharp, straight lines and clean edges of those cuts.Clever treecat, marv'lous
treecat . . .

He started to crawl toward the distant bank.

The slender, six-limbed creature hopped from boulder to boulder, dancing just ahead of him as he
crawled. It bleeked in steady encouragement as Scott dragged himself from one rock to another,
sometimes collapsing against sun-warmed stone to pant and rest. Whenever Scott paused, pulling himself
half out of the water just long enough to catch his breath and gulp back the murderous nausea in his
throat, occasionally immersed up to his armpits and thighs in rushing, cold water, he would look up to
find the treecat just in front of him, sitting on the next boulder, waiting with an air of anxious worry.

If he stopped too long, the treecat bleeked urgently, a low, distressed sound, then hopped back to the
boulder Scott clung to and touched one tiny hand to his face, urging him to motion again. When, some
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unknown stretch of time later, he collapsed across a rough-edged boulder, aware that he couldn't
possibly go on, he was so exhausted, the treecat grew frantic.

"Bleek! Bleek-bleek-bleek!"

How many times that sound repeated, he wasn't sure, but the sharp cry finally penetrated the icy fog in
his brain. Scott looked up slowly, shaking and cold with more than the freezing river swirling around him,
and blinked up into uncanny, summer-grass eyes. The treecat's gaze bored into his own, visiblywilling
him to rouse himself from fatal stupor. The treecat grasped his face in both hands, the tiny fingers warm
and supple, claws sheathed. The curiously firm gesture had the effect of a rousing slap. Scott felt some of
the rising flood of hopelessness seep away.

He could almost sense, at the very edges of his awareness, the treecat's fright. Under other
circumstances, Scott might have convinced himself he was hallucinating the treecat's fear as a result of the
head injury. But as he lay there, tasting his companion's rising alarm, with one of its hands on his face and
its other hand pointing urgently toward the riverbank, Scott found himself profoundly believing that his
treecat was genuinely afraid for his life in the icy river.

That fear got Scott moving again.You kept me from drowning,can't let you down now . . . He
slithered and splashed face-first into the water again, half-crawling and half-floating to the next rock,
dragged sideways by the savage current and fighting to keep his battered head above the surface. Had he
been alone, Scott knew he would've just lain there and died.

He'd been crawling for what felt like hours, promising himself he could collapse at the very next boulder
he reached, when Scott realized the water was so shallow only his wrists and knees remained immersed.
With the infinite slowness of a grinding glacier, he lifted his head, biting at his lips to hold back the nausea.
Sunlight shimmered in a painful haze across a glare of rocks and clay which rose in front of him, dry and
baking hot in the sunlight.

He'd reached the riverbank.

A ghastly sound escaped him, defying translation; but he was clawing and scrabbling at the rocks,
digging in with fingers that sank into the soft clay, hauling and scraping himself upward, out of the river's
deadly clutch. The rock was hot and wonderful under his belly, driving away some of the icy chill on his
bones. Then the ground flattened out under him and Scott collapsed forward onto a sun-warmed ledge
above the river, shaking violently. As exhaustion lapped at the edges of his awareness, dragging him
down toward oblivion, Scott's last conscious sensation was the touch of tiny, three-fingered hands against
his cheek.

When, at last, the two-leg reached the rocky shore and dragged himself, shaking and weak, onto the
bank, Swift Striker crooned approvingly and touched his wet face, trying to urge him higher onto the
bank, under the safety of the trees. But the struggle with the icy river and the terrible injuries had taken
their toll; his two-leg collapsed utterly and slid into unconsciousness, clearly exhausted beyond his ability
to keep going. His wonderful, smooth skin, mottled with those beautiful flecks of gold, was chilly to the
touch. His two-leg needed a fire to warm him.

Swift Striker swarmed up into the trees, searching for deadwood, using his true-hands and the flint knife
and hand-axe tied to his waist belt to break and hack pieces loose, then dropped branches to the ground
until he had a respectable pile. It wasn't enough to warm a creature the size of his two-leg for long, but it
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would help. Tail flicking in agitation, Swift Striker darted to the ground again and piled the rough
branches to make what would be the largest fire he'd ever started. He used his knife to scrape bark and
wood shavings for tinder, then set about striking his fire flint to shower sparks down into the dry bark and
shavings.

He blew gently across the smouldering sparks and fed twigs into the flames—and grew aware of an
intense, burningly curious gaze from his two-leg. Swift Striker looked up and found wide, water-blue
eyes watching him, the surprise in his mind glow spilling over into delight as the bright fire crackled and
licked at the larger branches. The exhausted two-leg made more mouth noises, which Swift Striker
determined he would have to set about learning as quickly as possible, since the two-leg could never
learn to speak the way the People did. Then the two-leg's mouth opened slightly in a curious gesture, the
wide, strangely shaped lips lifting at the corners. The wonder in his mind glow told Swift Striker the odd
grimace was an expression of pleasure.

He bleeked happily and fed more wood to the flames.

His two-leg stirred at length, looking around their immediate vicinity, then hunched forward on his side.
His hand closed over a branch too large for Swift Striker to drag and pulled it closer to the fire. Swift
Striker sat up on his haunches, surprised again by the two-leg's strength. He'd planned to use his
hand-axe to chop the limb into more manageable chunks, but the two-leg dragged the whole thing with
ease, injured as he was. The two-leg fumbled at a part of his body coverings which circled his hips, then
pulled something loose, some sort of tool, by the look of it, although Swift Striker couldn't imagine what it
might be for.

A vibrating hum startled him. Thensomething sprang into existence beyond the two-leg's hand,
projecting out of the oddly shaped tool he held. Whatever it was, it sliced through the heavy branch as
though passing through empty air. In seconds, a limb nearly as thick as Swift Striker's whole body and
three times longer was reduced to kindling. Swift Striker's whiskers twitched and trembled in excitement.
He wanted to look at the marvelous tool, yet feared that without knowing how to properly use it, he
would do himself a grievous injury. His own flint knife felt clumsy and ridiculous by comparison. The
Peoplemust learn more of the two-legs!

Once the cut-up branch was blazing brightly, the two-leg did something that caused the tool's hum to
stop and replaced the marvelous knife-tool in some kind of holder at his hip. The fire crackled invitingly
and the two-leg hunched closer to its blazing heat. He closed his eyes, huddling as close as he could get
without igniting his curly red head fur, then lay still for long minutes. Swift Striker fed the fire with more of
the big branch, running his true-hands over the perfectly smooth, flat edges, and wondered what other
marvels the two-legs possessed. Slowly, the two-leg's dripping hair and skin dried in the warmth of the
hot fire. His body coverings remained wet, but they had ceased to drip, now, and the front of his
chest-covering was beginning to show dry in patches, as well.

When, eventually, the wood ran out and the fire began to die back, the two-leg stirred, opening his eyes
once more. Fingers capable of such enormous power touched Swift Striker's fur, trembling and weak as
a newborn kitten. Water spilled from the bright blue eyes and dripped down gold-speckled cheeks and
his breaths shortened as his emotional distress deepened, coming in short, ragged gasps. The agony of
fear and loneliness in his two-leg's mind was unbearable.

Swift Striker huddled close again, wrapping his tail around the two-leg's arm, stroking his head against
the two-leg's cheek, focusing all his own energy on quieting the deep currents of fear and despair he
could taste so strongly in the two-leg's broken mind. It seemed to help. His breaths deepened and water
ceased to flow from his eyes. A few soft mouth noises came, gusting across Swift Striker's fur with his
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breath, then his two-leg struggled to sit up. Swift Striker crooned and pushed gently against his two-leg's
shoulder, lending what little strength he could. His two-leg sat panting for a moment, then touched Swift
Striker's fur and stroked gently down his back once again. He arched and purred ecstatically, reveling in
the caress, so unlike anything he'd ever experienced.

His two-leg made low mouth noises, then pointed away under the trees, down river. The gesture was
unmistakable. His two-leg wanted to go down the riverbank, for some unknown but imperative reason.
The urgency Swift Striker felt from his mind glow was a bright furnace, impossible to ignore. There was
something in that direction which his two-leg needed, desperately. And his two-leg was peering through
the brush, as well, clearly hunting for something closer at hand. Swift Striker sat up on his rear-most
limbs, looking—had he known—something like a Terran ferret with one pair too many feet and a head
far more feline than weaselish. Swift Striker peered intently into the deep shadows beneath the trees and
spotted what his two-leg must be searching for. A heavy-looking sack of some not-leather substance lay
at the foot of a tree. A long, tube-like, not-wood rod, thicker than the pole he'd used for fishing, leaned
against the tree trunk beside it.

Swift Striker had never seen one of the thunder-bark tools, but Song Crooner had sung the oldest of the
memory songs, from Blue Mountain Dancing Clan and Fire Runs Fast Clan, which showed clear images
of such tools being used to kill a charging death fang when the two-legs had first been sighted in the
world. Clearly, this was what his two-leg searched for. Swift Striker bleeked excitedly and pointed
toward the alien tools. The two-leg's lips quivered upward again and a wave of pleasure rolled across
him, leaving Swift Striker burbling with happiness. His two-leg crawled toward the tools, moving with
pained shakiness, and finally gained the tree where he'd left them. He ignored the long tube and dug into
the not-leather sack, instead, bringing out another oddly shaped tool whose function Swift Striker could
not fathom.

His two-leg made mouth noises at it, then fell silent. The tool sputtered strangely—then two-leg voices
came from inside it!Swift Striker uttered a sharp sound of amazement and crept forward, staring. The
tool spoke again, with a voice that was clearly a two-leg, yet Swift Striker knew that no two-leg could
possibly fit inside that tiny little box, nor could he taste the mind glow or catch the scent of another
two-leg anywhere nearby.

His own two-leg made the pleasure grimace at him, then made more mouth noises into the tool. But his
two-leg's glow of pleasure was short-lived. Swift Striker felt a rising tide of worry from him as the tool
spoke again and his two-leg listened in growing agitation. Then he peered toward the sky, clearly trying
to see upward through the trees. Swift Striker could taste his frustration and sense of helplessness as he
sat huddled at the base of the tree, listening to the bodiless voice from the tool. What could his two-leg
want to see in the sky? Swift Striker scented the wind for clues. He could smell nothing out of the
ordinary, although the wind was heavy with the scent of approaching rain.

—Rain?
"Bleek!"

Swift Striker swarmed up the tree trunk, racing through the tangle of branches until he clung to the thin
twigs at the very canopy of the forest. Wind fingers ruffled through his fur as he peered up toward the
distant mountain peaks. Dark storm clouds gathered on the mountain above them, thick with the promise
of driving rain and lightning. Such storms were so common in the spring season, Swift Striker hadn't really
paid much attention to the signs of the coming deluge. He didn't have far to travel to his clan's central
nesting place, after all, and could easily outrun any storm to reach the snug, woven shelter waiting for him.
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But his wounded two-leg could barely sit up, unaided.

The coming storm would slash down across them with unbridled fury. Nor was there any shelter his
two-leg could reach that would protect him from the coming wind and rain and—if he tasted the scent of
that wind right—hailstones, as well. Swift Striker had no idea how the two-leg had known the storm was
coming, but clearly he had, or at least, the two-leg voice from the tool had known, for the voice had
spoken and his own two-leg had tried to see the sky, worry suddenly thick in his mind glow. And he was
right to worry, Swift Striker realized bleakly, watching the clouds boil down from the mountain peaks.
There was no guessing how far away the nearest two-legs must be, so Swift Striker couldn't even begin
to guess how soon others of his kind might be able to rescue him. It couldn't be soon enough, not even if
they came in one of the flying tools like the one that had carried away the injured Climbs Quickly and his

youngling—
Flying tools!

Of course! Swift Striker's two-legmust have used one to come this far from the nearest two-leg nesting
places. That meant he must have left it somewhere close by. If his two-leg could reach it before the storm
broke, it would provide shelter from the slashing hail storm on its way down the mountainside. From his
vantage at the top of the trees, Swift Striker scanned the forest canopy, wondering where the two-leg
might have left his machine. He knew what two-leg flying machines looked like, from the Bright Water
Clan memory songs and those of clans which lived closer to two-leg habitations. And his two-leg had
pointed down river, wanting to go that direction.

The wind was whipping through the treetops, swinging his perch in dizzy arcs, when Swift Striker finally
spotted the clearing at the river's bend. Floods from melting snow had come roaring down the riverbed
earlier in the season, smashing into that bend and gouging out whole trees. He had seen it happen before,
other spring seasons, both here and along other twists of the river where it raged and tore its way down
the mountainside. There was a flat, treeless stretch of ground there, more than large enough to hold a
two-leg flying machine. And when the wind whipped the trees in just the right direction, Swift Striker saw
a flash of alien, bright color, yellow as the sun, shiny and strange, and quite large enough to be a curved
section of his two-leg's flying tool. Feeling a sense of triumph the circumstances probably didn't warrant,
Swift Striker scrambled for safer footing in the lower branches, where the rising wind didn't reach with
quite so fierce a strength, and raced for the ground and his injured friend.

" ...no way we can get an air car up there in time, Scott," Gifford Bede's voice broke the bad news
from Scott's backup com-link unit. "That's a force-two thunderstorm brewing up there. Even if we set out
now, that storm would drive us back to town inside thirty minutes. It's going to break over you in about
ten. Can you get to your air car?"

"Yeah, sure," he lied, knowing he couldn't possibly crawl over terrain that rough in only ten minutes. It
had taken him more than twice that long just to crawl a few meters out of the river. One glance at the
chronometer in his backup com unit told him more than thirty minutes had passed since he'd landed that
huge fish, so he'd been out cold for nearlyzen minutes with his face suspended in his little friend's net. If he
hadn't fallen with his arms and torso draped over a boulder, keeping much of his body mass out of the icy
water, hypothermia would've killed him, making it physically impossible for him to crawl to relative safety
on the riverbank. And now Scott had only ten minutes in which to drag his battered self several dozen
meters down a forested, boulder-strewn riverbank to the safety of his air car before a force-two
Sphinxian thunderstorm burst over him.
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The treecat listened to his exchange with Gifford Bede, then uttered a curiously sharp, "Bleek!" and took
off straight up the tree trunk at top speed. It vanished into the branches, a cream-and-grey blur streaking
toward the treetops. A stab of abandonment crushed through Scott, watching the treecat leave. He
leaned against the picket wood's rough-barked trunk and bit his lower lip and wondered what the hell to
do next. He needed to fashion a walking stick of some kind, because he needed to make better time than
he could simply crawling all the way to the air car from here, and he needed to wrap his throbbing ankle
to brace the sprain under his flexible boot, and if he sat here much longer, that storm was going to come
howling down across him like a shrieking banshee and God alone knew if he'd survive, exposed to the
wind, the rain, and the hail.

"Keep talking to me, Gift," Scott said in a choked voice. "I'm all by myself out here."

"Roger. Hang on, Scott. Just get to your air car and you'll make it through fine. What's the rest of you
look like?"

He explained the wrenched ankle and the need for a splint and walking stick.
"Okay, Scott, we'll talk you through this. You've got a vibro-knife with you, right?"

"Yes, I do.I..." He hesitated, looking across to the dying fire. "T used it to cut up a big limb the treecat
hacked out of the picket wood I'm under."

The backup com unit crackled with silence for a long moment. "Come again, Scott? Did you say
treecat? " He could hear the uncertainty in Giff's voice, even through the storm static which interfered
with his com unit's signal to the orbital communications system it accessed. At this juncture, it had been
only a couple of T-months since little Stephanie Harrington had first been adopted by a treecat and any
human contact with the native sentients of Sphinx sent ripples of shock, excitement, and uncertainty
through the planet's newest sentients.

"The treecat," he said slowly. "There's a treecat with me. Or there was. He just ran up the picket wood
I'm leaning against and disappeared. He was with me out in the river when I woke up." Scott found it
surprisingly difficult to say the words, because the implications, the depth of concern shown by one
sentient race for another impacted him so deeply and closed up his throat. "He dragged a net around my
head. Pulled my face up out of the water, looped the damned net over a tree limb. Kept me from
drowning while I was unconscious. And when I dragged myself out of the river, he used some kind of
stone tool to chop deadwood out of this big picket wood I'm under, then he started a fire going, I
watched him use a flint to strike the sparks with."

"Good God!" Gifford Bede's disembodied voice echoed the same naked shock Scott still felt, having
witnessed the astonishing things his little arboreal friend had done on his behalf. "You said the treecat's
been with you since you woke up?"

"Yeah."

"And he wasn't there before you fell and struck your head?"

"No. At least, not where I could see him, because I've been looking for signs of treecats all day. When |
woke up, [ was sprawled across a boulder with my face hanging in a net. And he'd cut off part of my

sleeve, wrapped compresses around the gashes in my skull. Kept me from bleeding to death, probably."

A rustle overhead drew Scott's attention. He gripped his backup com tighter and started to reach for his
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rifle. Then hope and a pleasure so intense it astonished him surged as a familiar cream-and-grey shape
hurtled down through the branches. The treecat swarmed down the picket wood trunk and dropped
lightly beside him. It rested one hand against his and lifted another to point urgently downriver.

"Bleek!"

"Scott?" The com crackled with wild static interference from the descending storm. "What was that
sound?"

"It's the treecat," Scott whispered, awestruck. "He's come back. And he's pointing toward my air car.
My God, I think he climbed the tree andsaw it!"

"Well, if he's telling you to shag your butt out of there, you'd better pay attention. That storm is a mean
monster and it's on collision course with your transponder. We're picking up high winds and big
hailstones and more lightning than you'll ever want to meet up close and personal.”

Given the amount of static shrieking through the com unit's pickup, that didn't come as a surprise.
"Roger. I'll do my best, Gift."

"Okay. First, wrap up that ankle, splint it with anything you've got."

Scott rummaged through his haversack, pulling out plastiglass-filament tape and several sections of
disassembled fishing rod, the spare he always carried. With his head swimming from the pain in his skull,
Scott dragged his knee up until he could reach the throbbing ankle, then tried to hold the fishing-rod
sections in place and wrap the plastiglass-filament tape around them. He quickly discovered he needed
about four more hands than he currently possessed—and the only ones he did possess were shaking so
violently, they were nearly useless. The treecat tipped his head to one side, ears pricked forward,
studying the stiff pieces of fiberglass rod that kept toppling over, then bleeked softly.

With deft, three-fingered hands and strong, opposable thumbs, the treecat snatched up the disassembled
sections and held them firmly against Scott's ankle, using all four of his upper limbs to hold them in place.
Sudden salt stung Scott's eyelids. "Thanks, little buddy," he mumbled, pulling a length of tape loose and
winding it around his ankle with shaking hands.

"What's the treecat doing?" Giff asked urgently. Scott knew Gifford Bede would be recording every
second of their exchange, now that he knew treecats were involved—just in case Scott didn't make it
back to give the xenologists a report.

"He's—"

Scott closed his mouth before he could say,He's holding the pieces of my spare fishing rod against
my ankle so I can tape them down . Scott's sixth sense had just kicked in with as big a warning as he'd
ever received from his hindbrain. That profoundly intelligent, life-saving bit of assistance, figured out in a
flash of problem-solving intuition, so similar to the treecat's solution to prevent him from drowning, gave
Scott a great deal of insight into treecat intelligence. You might use flint tools, little friend, but there's
nothing primitive about your level of sapience. Stephanie Harrington was right about that, and
maybe there's a lot she's not saying, if half of what I'm picking up from you is accurate. The
xenologists haven't got a clue, have they? This is data they haven't got, nothing like it, in fact.
And maybe little Stephanie's got the right of it, keeping her mouth shut when those xenologists
start poking at her. You're smart and you care—and how many of us humans would take
advantage of the fact that your technology consists of stone knives and fire flints ? Well, if Scott
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got himself out of this mess, nobody would find out fromAim just how clever this treecat was. Better they
erred on the side of caution, unsure what treecats could or couldn't do, than take advantage of them the
way humanity had taken advantage of almost every other sentient aboriginal population they'd ever come
across, just because they knew they could.

But that didn't stop Scott from wanting to learn everything he could about this particular treecat. A few
well-informed, close-mouthed humans could do the treecats more political, sociological, and legal good
than entire bureaus of well-meaning xenologists. Stephanie Harrington was only eleven. Scott MacDallan
was a grown man and a respected professional in the far-flung community he served as physician. He
could do a great deal, protecting this treecat and the hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, of others./f
he survived long enough to try. God, how much more could I learn about you, what kinds of things
could I accomplish, protecting you and your kind, if [ had the chance?

Scott wanted that chance, wanted it badly.

By the time he'd wrapped enough tape to stiffen his ankle, the blaze of late afternoon sunlight had
vanished into an ominous, lowering darkness. Wind whistled and shrieked through the treetops and the
smell of 0zone and rain lay thick on the air.

"Gotta get downriver," he mumbled to himself. "Haveto get to the air car."

"Scott?" Gifford Bede's voice was breaking up in the crackle coming from the comlink.

"Yeah?" He strained to hear through the interference.

" ... tape around your ankle?"

"Yes, I've got it splinted.”

"...stick. "

"You're breaking up," Scott said, feeling tendrils of fear stir again as he glanced involuntarily skyward.
"Say again?"

"...walking stick . . ."

"Roger that, I'll try and cut a walking stick, Giff. Something sturdy enough to lean against and hobble
across the broken ground between here and my air car."

n n

It was no good. The storm's rising interference was too strong. Scott clipped the com unit to his belt,
drew a deep breath and smiled at his anxious friend, who peered up at him through brilliant green eyes,
then dragged himself slowly up the tree trunk. He fought dizziness and waves of sickness. "Don't let me
fall, Jesus, don't let me fall and hit my head again." He made it up, leaning heavily against the tree trunk,
then opened his eyes and peered upward.

The nearest branches were just within reach. Scott fumbled the vibro-knife off his belt clip and switched
it on. The blade would cut through virtually anything known. It made short work of a section of branch as
thick as Scott's wrist. The branch crashed down and Scott switched off the knife, hunkered his way
cautiously back down again, then crawled along the length of the makeshift staff, lopping off side limbs
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and twigs.

The treecat shadowed him, peering curiously at the humming blade, but thankfully the treecat didn't offer
to poke so much as a twitching whisker at it. "What must you think of this?" Scott asked, aware that the
treecat wouldn't understand him, yet driven to communicate, somehow, with the creature who was so
patently trying to keep him alive. He was also desperately trying to keep his own mind focused, battling
not only the agony in his head, but a terrifying tendency to fog out and lose control of his wandering
thoughts. With a force-two thunderstorm bearing down on them, Scott couldn't afford a foggy brain with
thoughts as scattered as dandelion down on a gale-force wind. So he talked to the treecat as he crawled
along the downed tree limb, lopping off branches and shaping his walking stick. "You know, little buddy,
I can't just keep calling you 'creature,' can I? You've got a name, I'll wager, but what does it sound like in
your language?" So far the only sounds he'd heard the treecat make were a curious, warbling sort of
bleek , that buzzing purr, and a soft, reassuring croon.

As he worked with maddening slowness, Scott considered the problem.

"Any suggestions?" he asked his companion, who was busy solicitously dragging sharp-edged branches
and twigs out of his way as he inched forward on hands and knees, to spare him cuts and splinters. "No?
Well, you fished me out of that river, right enough. Maybe that's what I'll call you, little buddy. Fisher."

The treecat's reaction astonished him. It sat up on its hindmost set of legs, whistling sharply in visible
excitement. Then it startled him by touching the disassembled fishing rod attached to his taped ankle,
pointing to the river, and saying, "Bleek?"

Scott paused, momentarily oblivious to the onrushing storm, the agony behind his eyes. "Fisher?" he
repeated. He touched the fiberglass sections of rod, pointed to the river, and made casting motions, said,
"Fisher." Then he pointed to the treecat and said it again. "Fisher."

"Bleek!"

He found himself with an ecstatic treecat twining around his arm, head pressed strongly against his
cheek, while the lithe, furred body purred like a well-tuned Terran housecat. Scott laughed shakily and
petted the treecat with one unsteady hand. "I think that means you approve of the name? Is that what
you're trying to tell me, Fisher?"

The treecat gave out a satisfied-sounding, warbling chirp, then pointed urgently to the sky. "Bleek!"

"Right." He'd let his thoughts scatter off the task at hand after all, distracted by the astonishing rapport
the treecat was somehow building with him. A grim smile came and went as it occurred to Scott that
what he was sensing might well be the same thing his grandmother had scared him witless with when
Scott had been just a kid, when Granny MacChait had routinely anticipated things he said or needed, or
when she'd known, from half a planet away without anyone calling her, that he'd been injured in an air car
accident on his way to a nature preserve, simply showing up at his hospital room, or quietly giving out
advice to neighbors who pointed to their heads and whispered behind her back about "that crazy old
Scotswoman . . ."

The idea that he might have inherited the same curse—he'd never been able to think of it any other way,
growing up—disturbed him deeply, even as he realized that he was "sensing" a great deal more from
Fisher than anyone had reported picking up from the treecats who'd adopted them, even Stephanie
Harrington—and that his ability to pick up so much emotional information from this treecat might prove to
be of extreme value one day.
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"Great, not only am I crawling around with a busted head and a bum ankle while a force-two
thunderstorm howls down on me, now I find out I'm as psychic as Granny MacChaitand I'm tuned in on
atreecat's psychic aura." The notion—and his current predicament—were so absurd, he couldn't help it,
he started to laugh./'m gonna die out here, if I don't shag my butt downriver, and I'm sitting here
laughing like a maniac!

Maybe it was just reaction hysteria?
"Bleek?" Fisher asked quizzically, peering worriedly up at him.

"Never mind, Fisher," Scott wheezed, wiping his wet face with shaking hands and wincing as thunder
boomed above the forest canopy, which tossed in the rising wind with a sound like thousands of snakes
hissing in rage. "Gotta get moving." Scott finished lopping off all the protruding limbs, then shut off the
vibro-knife once more and slipped it back into its sheath. He dragged the thick pole across the rough
ground, crawling backwards until he reached the tree trunk once again. Scott wanted to lean against it
and shut his eyes and not move again until rescue came, but thunder echoed and boomed above the
picket wood trees, closer every minute. The ominous darkness flared with lightning above the forest
canopy. "Got to get moving, don't we, Fisher?"

Scott bit back a groan and struggled once again to his feet. He peered toward the river to get his
bearings, strapped on haversack and rifle, then gripped the heavy wooden shaft he'd fashioned in both
hands and shuffled forward a step, leaning his weight against it. He didn't fall, but his knees shook and his
ankle screamed and the pain in his head blossomed like a bright fire flower at the heart of an incendiary
bomb. He stood still for a moment, swaying and fighting down nausea which surged up his throat. Sweat
stood out in beads along every millimeter of his skin. If he'd been smart enough to bring his medi-kit out
here, instead of leaving it in the air car, he could've given himself something for the nausea, at least, which
would've made hiking out of here a little easier, even if he didn't dare give himself a painkiller because of
the head injury.

A low crooning reached him and Scott opened his eyes to find the treecat clinging to the picket wood
trunk at eye level, staring at him with a worry that Scott could nearly taste. "Bleek?"

He swallowed down sour acid. "That way," he managed, pointing toward the bend in the river and his
distant air car.

"Bleek!" The treecat pointed in the same direction, then swarmed up the trunk to one of the straight,
horizontal limbs that made the picket wood so unique.

Fisher could have outdistanced him in the blink of an eyelash, but he didn't. The treecat remained close
above his head, crooning audibly as Scott lurched with agonizing slowness down the riverbank toward
his air car. The wind picked up overhead and the snarl of thunder grew steadily closer. Lightning strobed
through the lashing branches overhead, streaking from cloud to cloud. Before long, it would be snaking
from cloud to ground—or the nearest convenient tree. Scott did not want to be under whatever tree
served as a conduit for a river of raw electricity. Fear for the treecat's life sharpened his anxiety as he
thought about lightning strikes in the picket woods overhead.

"Gotta make it to the air car." He chanted it half under his breath and struggled forward, leaning his
whole shaky weight on the staff. With every step, his ankle throbbed and stabbed in protest, but that pain
was nothing compared with the blinding agony in his head. The forest blurred around him, growing as
faded and indistinct as his waning strength. Reality shrank, condensed to a fearful knot of pain inside his
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head and the need to shuffle forward another step and another after that, to crawl, awkward and shaky,
over downed tree trunks, sharp outcroppings of rock, and jagged boulders tossed into his path by the
roaring floodwaters of some past season. He gasped in the thick, storm-heavy air, trying to drag enough
oxygen into his lungs to keep up his grueling, limping pace across the broken, rough terrain which skirted
the riverbank.

When the rain struck, it did so with a shock. He halted a skid across suddenly slick leaves and mud,
then stood huddled against the downpour, gasping and shaking and trying to regain sufficient strength to
keep going. Rain pelted down, lashing at his back and head with ferocity only slightly eased by the trees
between himself and the open sky. He was trying to get his bearings, having momentarily lost sight of the
river through interposing underbrush, when he was half-blinded and deafened by a brilliant flash of
lightning and a roar of thunder that beat against his whole body. Another blinding flash showed him a
furry, bedraggled form on a branch just overhead. "Why don't you go home?" Scott shouted above the
roar of rain and bruising thunder. "You're going to get struck by lightning if you stay up there!"

Between crashes of thunder, he heard a sharp sound from overhead, then gasped. The treecat jumped
from the branch right onto his shoulder. Fisher's warmth was shocking against his drenched skin. The
touch of tiny hands against his face, claws sheathed, left him awed. "Bleek!" There was sharp distress in
that sound. Scott could feel the urgency of worry coming from the treecat, sensed somehow that Fisher
would stay with him no matter what happened, just as Stephanie Harrington's treecat had charged a
hexapuma rather than abandon her. He was face-to-face with a selfless honor that left him ashamed of
three-quarters of his own species' history.

A warm, furred body pressed against the side of his head and the treecat leaned his face against Scott's
cheek, oblivious to the blinding rain. Fisher was crooning into Scott's ear, touching his face, wrapping his
tail gently around Scott's neck, all but shaking in his effort to let Scott know he wasn't alone in this
terrifying disaster in the middle of a raging thunderstorm. Scott risked letting go of his crutch to lift one
hand, touching the sentient creature riding his shoulder; he could feel as well as hear its contented purr as
he stroked wet fur with unsteady fingers.

"Where did you come from?" Scott whispered. "Y our people must live near here. I don't know why
you're helping me, Fisher, but you can't know how glad I am that you are." Then, pondering the intense
emotions he could feel pouring through him from the treecat, he reconsidered. "Then again, maybe you
can."

"Bleek . . ." The sound was low, comforting. The treecat pointed through the downpour, in a direction
that looked about right for the spot he'd parked his air car, what felt like a lifetime ago. "Bleek!" The
treecat pointed emphatically; Scott could all but taste its rising urgency. So he started hobbling in that
direction, still trying to get his bearings. If he'd thought he could find a cave closer, he would cheerfully
have crawled into it; but the only place he was certain offered shelter was his air car, somewhere up
ahead in that general direction. At least, he thought it was in that direction. When lightning strobed
overhead, he finally caught a glimpse of the river, but he couldn't tell how far he'd come. The confusion of
wind-lashed rain made it impossible to judge his position relative to where he'd fallen so disastrously,
never mind to where he'd left the air car.

"Bleek!" The treecat pointed firmly ahead.

"Hope you know where we're going, Fisher." He kept slogging forward at a slow shuffle, uncertain of his
footing in the mud and the thick layers of detritus on the forest floor. Fallen branches and deadwood and
rain-slick rocks tripped him every few moments. Only his grip on the walking stick kept him from falling.
The treecat stayed with him, a warmth on his shoulder and along his upper arm and a comforting
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presence that kept despair at bay. Whenever he paused, panting and hopelessly lost, the treecat pointed
firmly through the lightning-slashed gloom and driving rain, clearly aware of where he wanted to go, even
if Scott no longer was certain where they actually were going. He had no idea how long he'd been
moving, hunched over against the stinging downpour, when he heard the first rattle of hail strike the trees
like gunfire.

Then pain stung his back where a hailstone struck and Scott yelped, nearly losing his balance. He caught
himself at the last moment, clinging to his staff, then stood shaking for a moment while hail smashed down
through the canopy, striking the mud all around him. Scott was so wobbly, he wasn't even sure his knees
would hold him for another step, and hail was falling all around him, smashing through the picket wood in
a rain of destruction that showered broken twigs and branches to the forest floor.

"Bleek!" The treecat moved across his shoulders, arched his whole body protectively over Scott's head.
One three-fingered hand appeared in his peripheral vision, pointing urgently ahead. Lightning flared
wildly—

And Scott saw a break in the trees, saw the gleam of bright yellow paint on his air car. "The car! Fisher,
oh, God, you wonderful, marvelous treecat!"

He slithered forward through the mud, gasping with effort, cringing every time hailstones cracked off
branches overhead and splashed down past him. Almost there . . . another few meters, that was all . . .
He came out from under cover of the trees and slipped in the sea of mud beyond. Scott yelled, aware
that he couldn't stop the slide, knew he would fall, jarringly. He hit with his left shoulder, heard an animal
squeal of pain . . . then discovered himself lying prone in the mud, with his head resting on a pile of wet,
shivering fur. A faint sound of pain escaped the treecat. Scott whimpered, too, all but blinded by his own
pain, but that sound of distress brought him to hands and knees, crouching over the treecat. Hailstones
pelted down, striking his back, but he ignored the sharp, bruising sting and squinted down at the treecat.

A flare of lightning showed him the treecat under his shoulder, one of its middle limbs curled up tautly
against Fisher's body. When he probed gently for damage, the treecat screamed.Oh, God, that middle
limb's gotta be broken. You could've jumped clear . . . why didn't you?

Because if he had, Scott would've smashed his head against the muddy, boulder-strewn ground and the
treecat had known it, had sensed how much damage that would cause. Scott didn't need words to
understand what the treecat had done. He fought a sting of salt in his eyes, blinked against it. He lifted the
treecat in one arm, cradled it close, stricken by the mewling sound that escaped. Scott peered through
the rain, spotted his air car less than two meters away. He crawled, one-armed, across the muddy
ground, splashing through puddles and wincing at the jab of broken, splintered wood under his palm and
his knees where the earlier flood had torn away the trees to form this clearing. It seemed like an eternity,
but couldn't have been more than a few minutes, at most, when Scott finally fumbled his hand up the side
of the air car, popped the latch, and crawled, shaking in every limb, into the dry shelter beyond.

He wanted to collapse right there on the floor.

Instead, he dragged the hatch shut, crawled forward, and switched on the power. Taking off in a storm
like the one raging outside would have been out of the question under any other circumstances, but Scott
needed medical help badly—and now, so did Fisher. And a storm like this one was liable to tear out
whole trees and send them crashing downstream with flash flood waters cascading down the mountain
canyon, potentially straight into his parked air car. He flipped switches, brought up the lights and
powered up the air car's systems. Exhausted, sick with his own pain, Scott dragged himself and his
injured companion up onto the mid-car seat cushions, then rummaged through the medical kit he carried
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everywhere he went—and had stupidly left behind. "Won't make that mistake ever again," he muttered
aloud as he pulled out bandages and splints.

Scott bit his lips, knowing this would hurt the treecat, but that leg had to be splinted. He gently touched
the treecat's injured limb. Fisher whimpered like a hurt child, but let him draw the leg out straight. It didn't
feel broken, thank God, when he explored with cautious fingertips. He could feel inflammation and
swelling, though, and stiffness, which suggested a bad sprain. He was no xeno-veterinarian, but he was a
medical doctor and soft-tissue injuries were soft-tissue injuries, whether they occurred in a human, a bird,
a horse, or a sentient treecat.

"I'm sorry, little buddy, didn't mean to hurt you like that. God, what a mess I've got us in. Hang on,
Fisher, I'm going to get us out of this, okay?" Scott retrieved a moderate painkiller from his kit and
injected his little friend, selecting one of the medications he'd read Richard Harrington had tested safely
on his daughter's injured treecat. The treecat bleeked softly, a sound of mingled distress and thanks as
the drug began to take effect. Scott tried to smile. "Yeah. That should feel a little better. Wish I could
give myself some of that."

But Scott had to fly them out of here and painkillers did not mix well with head injuriesor with flying
through force-two thunderstorms. He wrapped the sprained middle limb in a cushioning plasti-foam
bandage, then shifted Fisher and carefully strapped him into a protective webbing in the co-pilot's seat,
which allowed him to remain suspended in a sort of stabilized sling that would reduce the jouncing they
were going to get once this car was airborne. Scott then gave himself a badly needed antinausea
medication and strapped himself into the pilot's chair. He tried to use the air car's com, but could raise
nothing but static.

Worry gnawed at him, but he couldn't do anything about it right now and Gifford Bede had a fix on his
transponder. He'd have to fly nap-of-the-earth to stay out of the worst of the savage winds, which meant
the river was his best bet. Scott said a silent prayer, then powered up the engines and lifted off. His hands
sweat on the controls and his head pounded to a savage rhythm of physical pain and gnawing fear, but he
got the air car out over the open river and headed downstream. The cross-winds were a nightmare, even
this low to the ground, and rain beat at the windows in a solid, leaden curtain; but his instruments showed
him the terrain just below and ahead, and the anti-gravs kicked in automatically every few seconds,
surging against sudden down-drafts that tried to swat them into the riverbed.

How long Scott hunched over the controls, fighting the wind and slewing them back and forth above the
twisting, savage river as it snaked its way down out of the mountains, dipping and diving to avoid picket
wood trees that grew out across the river's snaking bed to set down nodal trunks on islands mid-stream,
he wasn't certain. Hail cracked and rattled off the canopy like machine-gun fire and lightning blinded him
every few seconds, hissing and cracking so close, at times thunder vibrated through the car's airframe.
But there finally came a moment when Scott realized the worst of the storm lay behind them. He'd gained
on its leading edge and was now flying level over the valley floor.

Scott sent a heartfelt prayer of thanks winging its way and reached a shaking hand to the co-pilot's chair
beside him, stroking Fisher's damp fur. Scott's caress earned a sleepy burble of pleasure from his injured
friend and a burst of love and warmth through his mind.

"Hang in there, little buddy," Scott murmured softly. "It won't be long now."

He gained altitude, pushed the air car's speed to max, and laid in a course for home.
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A low croon from several hundred voices jerked Scott back to the reality of a low, crackling fire and the
massed presence of more treecats than he'd ever seen at one time. Across the fire, a slim, half-sized
treecat with a mottled brown coat and pine-green eyes crooned softly, voice trailing into silence as she
peered into Scott's eyes. Other voices died away as well, leaving only the sigh of wind high in the picket
wood branches and the distant clang and echo of shouted human voices from the BioNeering cargo
carrier's crash site. He blinked and felt a flush of embarrassment sting his cheeks.Some ambassador 1
turn out to be, sitting here daydreaming about how Fisher saved my bacon, when this
brown-coated treecat is clearly trying to tell me something important . He sternly ordered himself to
quit woolgathering, even though the sharpness of those memories, the ache of remembered fear and the
shock and wonder of discovery were so immediate, gooseflesh still rippled across his arms and down his
chest and back.

"I'm sorry," he said contritely to the female treecat.
"Bleek," she answered softly, her voice a splash of tinkling chimes in the breeze.

What happened next caught Scott totally off guard. The half-starved stray he'd rescued at the Zivonik
farm touched Scott's knee with its hands—

—and reality swung dizzily, a blur of color and sound and sudden, wrenching anger. Faces swam briefly
in his mind's eye and voices shouted in a sharp quarrel. Scott gasped, reeling under a sudden lash of fear
and rage, literally tasting the urgency of someone's fury and steely determination to stop . . .something .
He caught a flash of pictures in his mind, of a withered, sere picket wood forest, the trees denuded of
leaves, bark peeling in shaggy, leprous strips, caught an overpowering sense of fear and despair and
belly-twistingrage . . .

Then a single image hung in his mind: the twisted wreckage of a cargo transport air car and the broken,
decaying corpse of co-pilot Arvin Erhardt, with a starvation-thin treecat huddled over his body, keening
in an agony of grief and anger.

Scott sat trembling for long moments, gulping down air that tasted of woodsmoke and death, aware of a
weight against his side where Fisher pressed against him, crooning gently. He blinked sweat from his
eyes, focused slowly on the leaping, misshapen flames of the treecats' council fire, shivered in the sudden
chill of the cool spring night. How did thathappen? And what in God's name are they trying to tell
me?Scott lifted a shaking hand to his face, wiped sweat from his cheeks and rubbed his eyes, trying to
gather his composure again.Maybe I wasn't woolgathering after all, just now, Jesus, how did she do
that?Didshe do that?How else could he explain what had just happened to him?

Neither Fisher nor the stray had ever achieved anything remotely like what had just occurred, with
crystalline flashes of sight and sound projected right into his mind's eye, pictures of places he'd never seen
and voices he'd never heard, yet as clear as any memory he could call his own. The half-size treecat with
the beguiling pine-green eyes was gazing intently up at him, the intelligence behind those eyes shaking
Scott anew.Christ, Granny MacChait, how did you ever live with this? Seeing and hearing what
happened to other people, hundreds of kilometers away? People you didn't even know . . . ? He
drew slow, calming breaths, felt the almost subliminal touch as Fisher—and perhaps many more treecats
than Fisher—eased the sense of shock still pounding him.

When he looked up, Scott found the dark-furred female treecat crouched right next to him. She huddled
beside the stray Scott had followed here, crooning gently to it. Grief poured from that treecat in almost
visible waves, lashing against Scott's shaken sensibilities. He found himself stroking the thin back,


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

murmuring softly to it, trying to ease its distress, too, and felt as well as heard a low hum of approval from
the assembled 'cats. Pine-green eyes lifted, gazed into his.

Scott didn't know what to say, what to do. He cast back through the impressions he'd received, trying to
make sense of what he'd seen and heard and felt. A violent quarrel between humans . . . that much was
clear. A quarrel that had involved primally sharp emotions and dark suspicions. That, at least, echoed the
feeling he'd received from Fisher and the stray back at the wreck. A violent quarrel, laced with suspicion
and a determination to stop . . .something . .. followed by a fatal air crash, spelled events far removed
from "accident" in Scott's mind. Wasthat what the treecats were trying to tell him? That the crash hadn't
been an accident? That it had been—his breath caught sharply—murder?

"Dear God," he whispered.

He knew, in a flash of intuition that might not be entirely his own, that he was right. But why? What had
the victims in the cargo transport been trying to stop, that someone would have risked murdering three
people to keep secret? This was far beyond the scope of a lover's quarrel grown lethal, far more serious
than an angry brawl between drunken miners whooping it up in town on a Saturday night. This suggested
deliberate, cold-blooded murder to hide something of profound importance to the killer, who had to be
closely connected with whatever research was going on in that BioNeering plant. Worse, whatever that
something was, it clearly involvedtreecats, a realization that shook him all over again.

Murder, industrial secrets, and treecats spelled a potential crisis of enormous proportions, with
implications for the entire future of the Star Kingdom's relationship with its newfound, native sentient race.
He saw again the flash of images he'd somehow picked up from these treecats, the barren, denuded
picket wood trees, their naked and peeling branches stretching into the harsh sunlight like plague victims.
He frowned slowly, playing it through again. Something had clearly killed this cluster of trees. Something
so critical, people had been murdered for trying to report the reason.

"Bleek . . ." It was a piteous sound, half-pleading, half-hopeful. Scott looked down to find his thin little
stray gazing steadily upward into Scott's eyes, waiting.

"Where?" Scott asked softly.

Like a compass needle swinging toward the magnetic poles, a directional "bump" appeared in Scott's
brain, pointing inexorably toward the southwest. There wasn't much out that way, he pondered,
reviewing his mental map of Sphinx's surface. A mining operation that was largely automated, a few
farms . . . and BioNeering's experimental plant. That cargo transport was a BioNeering air car, the crash
victims were all BioNeering employees. The familiar BioNeering corporate logo flashed into his mind's
eye, the spreading picket wood tree with its nodal trunk formed from the double-spiral DNA helix. It
took a moment for Scott to realize he wasn't visualizing it from the last place he'd seen that logo, the
battered, scraped side of the downed transport. He was "seeing" it emblazoned on the side of a long, low
building he knew very well he'd never laid eyes on. It came as a shock like icewater that the picket wood
trees he could "see" nearby were all dead, their branches barren, their bark hanging in leprous strips . . .

Scott found himself on his feet without realizing he'd scrambled up. He was breathing hard, stomach
clenched in sick knots. There'd been some kind of accident, a release of something that had devastated
the picket wood system around that experimental plant. And whoever was in charge of that plant had
resorted to murder, rather than have co-workers report the truth. How far must the damage run, by
now? And what, in God's name, had they released? Had it even been accidental? Surely no fool would
be insane enough to deliberately release an untested gengineered organism into the environment, in all
violation of the Elysian Rule? The ecosystem of the entire planet of Elysian had collapsed, thanks to such
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ill-advised tampering.
Scott would not stand idly by and let that happen on Sphinx!

It occurred to him, as he stood there in the dim, flickering light from the treecats' fire, fists clenched, jaws
aching, that the murdered trio in the clearing must have felt exactly the same way he did right now.
Somewhere out there, a dark, diseased mind with blood on its soul waited for the return of Scott's crash
team. That person had done murder once. They would kill again to protect themselves the moment he or
anyone else started probing the dark secret behind this crash.

But he was going to find out who had killed these people and why, whatever it took. Hewould learn the
truth. These treecats had done the impossible, trying to get their urgent message out to humanity. He
didn't intend to fail them. Scott found himself staring into the pine-green eyes of a dark-furred treecat.
She gazed up the long way into his eyes and something akin to fierce joy burst through Scott, coming, he
realized with awe, from/er . It echoed in waves all around him, from the hundreds of treecats gazing
intently into his eyes.

"I don't know who," he said in a quiet, hard voice, speaking directly to the pine-green eyes of the female
'cat, "and I don't know how. But I will, by God, find out. However you did it, thank you for telling me."

He turned and stalked away through the smothering darkness, aware of rustlings in the branches
overhead as the assembled treecats escorted him back to the bright lights at the edge of the crash
clearing. He had to be careful, he knew that; with a situation as potentially volatile as this, treecats
involving themselves in a spectacular triple murder in the human community, with God-only-knew what
ramifications for the future of relations between the two species, he had to move with extreme
circumspection until he had proof. He couldn't just blurt out his suspicions. Not only did he have to gather
proof that would convince the Manticoran authorities, he had to present something concrete, rather than
nebulous feelings received from treecats. And he certainly couldn't admit to having received the message
through a psychic flash of intuitive suspicions and images obtained throughmindreading . He'd be
laughed straight off Sphinx. Or worse.

Even the most open-minded humans understood so little about their new neighbors, the idea of a treecat
communicating such a thing as murder or a cover-up scheme to hide a major industrial accident—through
clairvoyance, no less—would likely trigger everything from open skepticism to outright hostility to blatant
panic.He knew he was right; but very few humans had spent anything close to a T-year coming to
understand the nuances of the strange bond which existed between a human and the treecat which
adopted him or her.

So he would have to proceed with extreme caution, nudging the crash team in the direction he wanted
their investigation to go, gathering evidence on BioNeering's activities on his own in his official capacity as
coroner for these fatalities. Thank God he'd had the foresight to ask Mayor Sapristos to make that
official before he got started out here. But he couldn't even go to Sapristos until he had something
concrete that didn't involve saying, "Well, sir, the treecats told me so" when everyone knew the treecats
couldn't tell anyone anything, not directly, and he couldn't,wouldn't, risk telling the truth about his own
personal, psychic secret.

Had it taken the combined empathic skills or telepathy or whatever they used, of that many treecats,
massed for one single-minded effort, to get those few brief images and emotions across to him? Or had
they realized there was something in his Scottish heritage that made him more receptive to whatever it
was the treecats used to communicate? Treecats couldn't know the old Earth legends about the Scots
and Irish being "fey," legends which still persisted, despite the complete lack of ability to measure such a
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thing, but they could certainly pick up human emotions and broadcast their own, at least to Scott.

The notion that the 'cats had somehow known thaton/y Scott MacDallan would be able to understand
their message left him more determined than ever to get to the bottom of this mystery—and to do it
without jeopardizing the treecats' future by giving away too much information about them. At least, not
before the humans on Sphinx could be convinced or coerced into establishing proper, civilized diplomatic
relations that protected their little neighbors.

Whether or not the treecatshad chosen him deliberately because of his genetic heritage, he couldn't be
sure, and doubted that he or anyone else would ever know that particular truth; but he could certainly
start finding answers to the questions posed by this crash. And he intended to begin with the air car itself,
try to find out exactly what had caused that big cargo car to come down, not just assume it'd been
downed by the storm. Just before he stepped out from beneath the last trees, he felt a familiar weight
settle onto his shoulder and welcomed Fisher with a gentle hand. Then another weight dropped to his
other shoulder and Scott found himself gazing into the brilliant grass-green eyes of his determined stray.

"Bleek!" It pointed toward the waiting crash team with stark emphasis.

"Oh, yes," Scott agreed softly. "We will, indeed!"

He broke cover into the clearing and rounded the bow of the misshapen wreck.
"Vollney! Keegan!"

The crash investigators appeared from two directions, one leaning out the open cargo hatch, the other
jogging around the crumpled stern. "Doc?"

"There's something bothering me about this crash. I've flown through thunderstorms dozens of times,
trying to get to patients who needed a doctor, flew through one with a concussion, once, to get my friend,
Fisher, here, and myself to a hospital. I don't know exactly what we're looking for, but whatever it is, it
caused this air car to go off course several hundred kilometers and crash without sending out a distress
call or beacon signal. I can't believe an experienced pilot caught in a thunderstorm wouldn't com his
position or turn on his emergency transponder, at the very least. What've you found so far? Was their
equipment damaged by lightning strikes, maybe, that prevented them from calling for help?"

Nick Vollney and Marcus Keegan exchanged startled glances. Then Vollney said, "Uh, now you
mention it, Doc, I haven't seen the kind of damage you'd expect from a lightning strike to their
instrumentation. There's no characteristic popcorn denting from hailstones on the hull, either, although
that's not definitive, since there are plenty of thunderstorms that don't produce low-atmosphere hail. But
you've got something with the instruments, Doc, we've just been assuming the storm prevented them from
calling out or setting their beacon, without really checking out thoroughly how or why. I'll get right on it."

Keegan added, "If it wasn't lightning, maybe a violent downdraft while they were at low level sent them
into the canopy? But that'd mean their anti-gravs were malfunctioning and I didn't even check those." He

frowned. "This may take a while."

Scott grimaced. "I may be tired, Marcus, but I'd rather know what caused this crash. Get on it, would
you?"

"Right." The investigator crawled into the remains of the battered air car.
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Scott was tired, so much so he'd have been happy to curl up on a picket wood limb, if it'd offered a
quiet place to sleep. Instead, he rolled up his sleeves and dug out his surgical kit and mask, and got busy
in the cargo hold of the rescue air car. He had three field autopsies to perform and the night wasn't getting
any younger. The possibility that the killer had somehow drugged the victims was too great to ignore and
might explain why they were so far off course and hadn't called in their difficulty. Unconscious or
incoherent pilots wouldn't have been able to keep their car on course when the storm that must have
masked the sounds of the crash from the Zivonik homestead had caught them somewhere between
BioNeering's research facility and town.

Pine-green eyes burned in his memory as he set to work. At his side, a starvation thin treecat watched as
Scott began the grisly work of cutting open the remains of the poor stray's murdered friend. A stab of
rage tore through him. This time it was all his own. The treecats were counting on him to prove that what
he gazed at right now was murder.

Scott did not intend to let them down.

Dawn was breaking over the Zivonik farmhouse when the air car settled in the broad sweep of grass
beyond the kitchen garden. Scott reeled out, eyes bleary from lack of sleep, and stumbled beside
Aleksandr Zivonik and his oldest boy toward the house. All Scott wanted was a mattress under him and
a long, hot soak in gallons and gallons of steaming water. The Zivonik children, blinking sleepily, met
them at the door. Irina Kisaevna appeared a moment later as they approached the door, looking
gloriously tumbled from sleep and wholesome enough to drive away the stink of horror clinging to his
very skin.

"How's Evelina?" Aleksandr asked, voice rough with exhaustion.
"Sleeping. So's Lev."

Aleksandr just nodded.

Irina kissed her brother's cheek and said, "Go on to bed. I'll see to Scott."

The big farmer made his apologies, then stumbled down the hall in the direction of his bedroom. Irina
took Scott's arm and braved the stares of both treecats to kiss him, too, although not on the cheek. Irina
tasted of home and warmth and sanity; Scott pulled her closer and just held her for a moment, not
wanting to think about murders or autopsies or investigations yet to be made. Both treecats crooned
anxiously where they rode his shoulders.

"You're exhausted, all of you, poor things," Irina said softly, pulling away to smile up into his eyes.
"Come on, Scott, let me show you where there's a spare bed." She led him down a short hall to an open
doorway. The bed was wide enough to accommodate three, without risk of colliding with elbows or
knees; it was more than roomy enough for one exhausted doctor and two bleary-eyed treecats.

"Thanks, Irina." His own voice was hoarse with weariness. Scott stumbled into the darkened bedroom,
groping his way out of his clothes and into bed, hardly registering the soft latch of the door as Irina closed
it behind him. When he next opened his eyes, strong sunlight poured in through the windows and the
smells of frying bacon and steaming coffee tickled his nostrils. According to the clock, he'd been asleep
for five hours, not enough to catch up to himself, but better than none. He suspected it was the gnawing in
his belly—and his little friends' bellies—that'd wakened him. Scott found a shower just off the bedroom
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and stood under it for a full quarter of an hour, just letting hot water sluice over him. He didn't want to
remember the previous night, knew he couldn't run away from the grim responsibility waiting for him in
this morning's blinding sunlight.

Today, he had to find a killer.

Someone—probably Irina, again—had laundered his filthy clothes while he slept. Scott greeted Fisher
and the thin treecat, both of whom had curled up to sleep beside him, and reassured the stray with
caresses and low murmurs, then dressed and headed for the Zivonik kitchen, accompanied by two
ravenously hungry treecats. The oldest Zivonik girl was pouring coffee and the second-oldest boy was
dishing up platters of eggs, bacon, and flapjacks. Irina, barefooted and wearing an apron, with stray
tendrils of hair escaping the ribbon she'd used to tie it back with, was piling a stack of generously laden
plates, bowls, coffee cups, and juice glasses onto an enormous tray, doubtless for her brother and
sister-in-law. Bright smiles greeted him as he paused in the doorway.

"Good morning, Dr. MacDallan!"
" 'Morning. Mind if I wrap myself around a plateful of that?"

"Help yourself," the tow-headed short-order cook grinned with a slight lisp. He was missing a front
tooth. "And I shredded some more of that turkey carcass for the treecats."

"Thanks." Scott smiled. He dragged out a chair and plowed into the food as Irina carried the heavy tray
out.

"Eat up, Scott. I'll just take this down to Alek and Evelina and be right back."

He nodded and smiled, mouth too full of fluffy flapjacks and crisp bacon to say anything. The treecats
ate hungrily, as well, then bleeked in open delight when Stasya brought over a tray piled high with celery.

"I heard treecats like it." She smiled shyly.

Both 'cats were already chewing in ecstasy, shredding the celery into a sticky, wet mass.
"They do." Scott nodded. "God knows why. I never did."

The children giggled, tempting the treecats with more stringy, springy stalks. Irina returned and poured a
cup of coffee for herself, then joined him at the table, blowing gently across the steaming liquid. "Will you
be going back to town today?"

"T'll have to." He said. "Mind if I borrow your computer before I go? I want to check a few things on the
net before I leave."

"Sure. I'll show you when you're done eating."

Scott was aware of her close scrutiny as he finished off seconds. Irina knew him well enough to realize
something was up, something more out of the ordinary than weariness after an unpleasant business like
last night's. Tiredness, she'd have expected, but Scott couldn't quite hide the tension gripping him as he
struggled with the best way to attack the problem of acquiring the proof he needed. He tried to smile at
her and she returned the gesture easily enough, but her eyes remained dark and concerned. But she didn't
ask, which was one of the reasons Scott appreciated her company: she didn't pry. Maybe it was only
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that frontier folk minded their own business or maybe it was more a matter of Irina's innate respect for a
person's privacy; even when she'd been at her most curious over Fisher's unexpected presence in Scott's
life, she had never pushed for more information than Scott wanted to give her.

Whatever the reason, Scott appreciated it, now more than ever.

She set him up at the family's computer terminal and dropped a kiss on the top of his head, then left him
to "go check on Evelina and the baby." Scott smiled and hooked into planetary data net. A short while
later, Scott was pulling up aerial surveys and maps, delving into public records on BioNeering's
corporate structure and export activities, and learning everything he could about the company's research
facility southwest of the Zivonik farmstead. He was aware that he raced the sun if he hoped to fly from
here to the site of the BioNeering plant, then make it back to town by nightfall. Scott did not want to be
anywhere near that plant after dark.

When he checked the message queues on his home and business datanet accounts, wanting to be sure
no professional emergencies had arisen demanding immediate attention—although any true emergency
would've been automatically forwarded to his wrist-com—he found a message from the newly founded
Xenology Institute, marked with the personal account code of Dr. Sanura Hobbard, chief xenologist of
the team dispatched by the Star Kingdom of Manticore to study the treecats. Clearly, word about how
they'd found the crash site had spread with lightning speed. That message was time-stamped less than ten
minutes after he and Aleksandr Zivonik had called in the news the previous evening.

Scott frowned as he read the politely phrased request for a meeting to discuss "important behavioral
developments with your treecat and Arvin Erhardt's, regarding the discovery of the crash site." He'd have
to tell her something, he knew that much; but after a year in Fisher's company, his instincts about keeping
quiet on the subject of treecat intelligence and other unique traits had been honed to razor keenness. He
sent back a short reply that he'd contact her once he was back in his office. She wouldn't be happy; but
he wasn't about to break what had, he suspected, become a code of silence amongst those who'd been
adopted by treecats. Even little Stephanie Harrington had begun to get cagey when discussing the 'cats.

He did, however, set down a fair approximation of the full story in a coded file, which he started to route
to his computer at home, so it could be retrieved if anything untoward happened to him. If anything went
wrong out there, he wantedsomeone to know what had happened, so the murder investigation would still
go forward. He was just about to press the "send" command when he paused, reconsidering the wisdom
of sending it over the datanet, even in code. If anythingdid happen to him, he wanted to be sure the file
was read by someone he could trust, someone who would actually believe him. That meant either
someone who'd been adopted by a treecat—relatively few and far between, and Stephanie Harrington,
the likeliest person to comprehend the full truth, was only a child—orsomeone who knew him well
enough to believe the story even without direct experience with a treecat bond.

Scott routed the file to Irina Kisaevna's account, doubly pleased because he was able to do that right
here, without sending the coded message through the planetary net where, it was conceivable, a person
might be able to intercept a copy and de-code it. There was a killer out there who would be watching
every move he made on the datanet during the next few days, aware that he was acting as official coroner
for the crash. Transferring the file to Irina's account was simply a matter of copying it straight into her
private mail directory on the family's computer. He put a header on it marked "to be de-coded only in the
event of Scott MacDallan's death" and hoped like hell Irina would never have to read the blasted thing.

That unpleasant chore completed, he turned his attention to the files he'd located on BioNeering, Inc.
According to BioNeering company records, at least those available on the public net, the experimental
research plant was operated by a small staff headed by one Dr. Mariel Ubel. Ubel was listed as chief
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research scientist for the plant, which was largely automated, like the Copperwall Mine several hundred
kilometers away. Pol Rafferty was listed as her research assistant. Rafferty's body was on its way back
to Twin Forks for burial, in the rescue 'car that had dropped him off at dawn. The only other personnel

employed at the plant were the other two crash victims, who had pulled double duty as pilots for cargo

transport and mechanics for the facility's automated equipment.

The work Ubel's team had been doing was supposedly extraction of the chemical compound that
allowed picket wood to dissolve cellulose between healthy portions of a picket wood system and any
part of the community attacked by disease or pest infestation. There were multiple, economically lucrative
uses for such a compound, and BioNeering was investigating them, extracting the genetic material
responsible for its secretion from wood harvested at the plant, which served as Mariel Ubel's primary
research lab. She had been heading the effort to isolate the exact chemical compound and the genes that
controlled its diffusion by living picket wood systems under attack for the past two T-years.

Mariel Ubel wasn't at the plant at the moment, according to news posts on the net. She'd flown into
Twin Forks with the research facility's passenger air car to meet with company officials, identify the
remains of her colleagues, and recruit replacements to keep the plant and its vital industrial research
operational. Since the facility was mostly automated, work in progress could continue for a short period
without direct human oversight, allowing the scientist time to hire new staff in town. That suited Scott
perfectly. The fewer people around when he arrived, the better.

The treecats' reaction to Mariel Ubel's photograph on the computer screen confirmed Scott's dark
suspicions: both cats grew visibly agitated, bleeking in distress and anger at first sight of the strikingly
beautiful blond-haired scientist's likeness. Fisher could never have seen Ubel in person; but the stray
might well have known the woman first-hand and the anger radiating from both 'cats strongly suggested
that the relationship had not been congenial.No, it wouldn't have been, not if she's responsible for
murdering his friend .

What, Scott wondered, might the stray have been able to tell them, had he been capable of human
speech? What had he witnessed in that BioNeering plant, between Mariel Ubel and Arvin Erhardt and
the others? Mariel Ubel might well have gotten clean away with murder, if Scott hadn't stumbled across
the stray and that crash site in the company of a couple of hundred treecats determined to get the truth
across tosomeone . She might still get away with it, if he and the crash investigators couldn't locate proof
that the crash had been anything other than tragic accident. BioNeering could be fined—stiffly—and
possibly even have their business charter yanked for violation of the Elysian Rule, but putting Mariel Ubel
out of business wasn't sufficient. Scott MacDallan wanted to prove the story the treecats had so painfully
managed to convey to him, which meant he needed to get his hands on some solid evidence pointing to
cold-blooded murder.

And the only place he could do that was at BioNeering's remote research plant.

Scott printed out the files on Mariel Ubel and her automated tree-processing facility and tucked them
into his coverall pockets, then shoved back his chair. He'd seen enough for now. It was time to get this
investigation airborne. He inquired after Evelina Zivonik and gave her and the newborn Lev a brief exam,
reassuring the family that she and the baby were doing just fine, then said his goodbyes, thanked them for
their hospitality, kissed Irina while the Zivonik children giggled, and took his leave. He left a copy of his
flight plan with Irina as a safety precaution, giving her an alternative reason for going out there, so
someone would at least know where he was going.

"I'm betting the stray comes from a treecat colony near there," he said quietly, "and now that his human
friend is dead, I think he wants to go home. It's a long way for a treecat to go on foot, Irina, and I think
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that's why he's so thin and exhausted—he's already made that journey once, in this direction, just to
reach his friend's body. I thought the least I could do is give him a lift home again."

"Of course, Scott."

Aleksandr, standing nearby, nodded and clasped Scott's hand firmly. "You got a heart of gold, Doc."
The big farmer, whose parents had emigrated directly from old Terra's Ukraine in the colony's first wave,
making his family one of Sphinx's prestigious first shareholders, glanced at Fisher, who rode Scott's right
shoulder, then at the stray, who'd taken up a perch on Scott's left. "Isn't hard to see why that treecat of
yours adopted you. And you can bet I won't be forgetting this little stray anytime soon. Take care, Doc."

They shook hands, then Scott climbed into his air car and the treecats jumped down. They joined him in
the cockpit as he powered up and checked systems. Scott made sure his rifle and pistol were fully
loaded, then strapped the pistol on and clipped the rifle into its holder so it would be easily accessible,
and made sure his medical kit was strapped down securely. He rigged the safety webbing for the
treecats, a precaution he always put in place when flying with Fisher in the co-pilot's chair, and smiled
when the stray and Fisher pressed their noses against the canopy to watch his takeoff. He waved to Irina,
who blew a kiss, and to Aleksandr and the children, then lifted slowly above the farmhouse, with its
sharply sloped, conical green roof, designed to shed the heavy weight of winter snow, and headed
southwest.

The devastation wasn't as widespread from the air as it had seemed in the treecats' mental images, but it
was enough to churn his stomach. The dispersal pattern was clearly wind-borne, fanning out from the
research plant in a cone of blighted trees down wind. The initial cone of destruction was not the only area
affected, either. Whatever had been released, it had spread outward, stretching away from the plant in a
widening vee of wilted, peeling picket wood trees that stretched five kilometers or more to either side of
the facility. A sharp line of demarcation existed beyond the damaged area, with withered trees on one
side and healthy, vigorous picket wood systems beyond. The reason for this became clear as he hovered
lower over the canopy.

There were gaps in the forest where wood had been dissolved away in the picket wood system's
last-ditch defense mechanism, cutting off the stricken section of forest. Scott had seen photos of
damaged picket wood stands with just such gaps, but never up close and never resulting from damage
caused by a man-made agent. Whatever it was, it had apparently affected the wildlife, too, because Scott
couldn't see any of Sphinx's multitude of native species moving through the blighted trees or on the forest
floor near the gap in the canopy. The stillness of the forest was ominous; Scott wondered uneasily if the
agent which had damaged the picket wood system had also proven lethal to the region's fauna. A glance
at the painfully thin stray sitting on the co-pilot's couch beside Fisher caused Scott to clench his jaw
muscles. If the local game had died or been driven out because their food supply had vanished, starvation
could well stalk any treecat population in this region during the coming months.

His air car didn't have sophisticated recording equipment, but it was outfitted with a basic camera system
he used to pinpoint likely fishing spots. He was recording every centimeter of this flyover, including the
deep gouges in the blasted section of forest where five mechanical wood harvesters were busy literally
chewing up the evidence of the disaster. The research plant's harvesters were designed to fell timber and
grind it up and the remaining staff member down there had clearly set the harvesters on auto and left them
running, determined to "harvest" all traces of the accidental—he hoped to God it'd been accidental, rather
than deliberate—release of whatever they'd let loose down there. By the time Mariel Ubel returned with
her new recruits, the work would be finished.
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"She must've started harvesting the evidence the moment her colleagues took off to report the infraction,"
Scott muttered. "Six days of round-the-clock work, seven counting today. She almost got away with it,
damn her."

If Scott hoped to obtain samples from the damaged trees, he had to grab them right now. He moved his
air car out over the debris-strewn swath left by the harvesters and did a low-level flyover to film that, as
well. Even if the release hadn't directly affected the fauna down there, with this big a disruption in the
local biosystem, exacerbated by the massive scale of Mariel Ubel's clear-cutting operation, the animals
that had lived in this stretch of forest would be long gone, looking for new feeding grounds and safer
ranges away from those huge mechanical harvesters chewing up their old habitat. If the stray had come
from a treecat colony based in the immediate vicinity of this research plant, those treecats were going to
get mighty hungry, mighty soon, without any game to be caught or snared or however wild treecats
hunted their prey. They were primarily a carnivorous species, given their dentition—andwhenever
herbivores vanished, carnivores went hungry.

"I am going to get inside that plant," Scott muttered, "and find out just what the hell Ubel's let loose out
here."

The research plant wasn't a single building, Scott discovered as he moved his air car toward the
sprawling facility. It was a series of structures connected by what would've been roofed walkways in
other climes, but on Sphinx, with its harsh winters, took on the appearance of walled corridors from
some medieval fortress, with sharply sloped roofs to shed snow. Several of the smaller structures were
clearly living quarters for the facility's research staff. He spotted a greenhouse, several tool or machine
sheds, and what looked very much like a small livestock barn with fenced paddocks attached to it.
Several sleek horses lifted their heads from grazing and watched his cautious approach. The plant itself
was an immense rectangular structure, large enough to store the expensive harvesters out of the elements
during bad weather. A circular landing pad beside big bay doors marked the loading dock for the
now-demolished cargo transport. A hangar nearby stood with its doors open, revealing two bays, one
for the missing cargo carrier and one for the passenger air car Mariel Ubel had taken into town.

Then Scott's heart skipped a long, frantic beat.
That second bay wasn't empty.
"Bleek!" The treecats shricked the warning simultaneously.

At the edge of that hangar bay, sunlight glinted on the muzzle of a high-powered rifle, aimed right at his
air car. Scott yanked at the car's controls, shot them skyward even as he caught the blur of the weapon's
discharge below his vulnerable belly. He rolled his lightweight craft in a sickening twist as the heavy rifle
fired. The treecats slammed into the side of the airframe, shrieking in pain. WHUMP! The impact shook
the whole air car. The control board lit like Christmas in Piccadilly. Smoke from fried electrical
connections clouted his nostrils. The air car shimmied wildly midair, fighting the controls. They slewed
sideways, yawed and pitched drunkenly. Scott swore savagely, flipping switches to backup systems,
rerouting power, trying to gain altitude and distance from that open hangar bay.

WHUMP!

The second impact sent them spinning out of control. Scott struggled with the anti-grav generators, cut in
emergency backup, fought the guidance system on manual, flying theo/d -fashioned way, without any
on-board computers to assist him. The treecats were bleeking madly, their terror and fury rolling across
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him in waves as the air car spun first one direction, then bucked and staggered in another. The air car
caromed straight toward the blighted forest on collision course. Scott keyed the com link, tried to
broadcast even as he fought to gain altitude, heard only static. She was jamming his signal, making certain
no distress call or warning went out.

The air car rose sluggishly, still pitching unpredictably as crippled systems labored to keep her airborne,
but they weren't gaining altitude fast enough to avoid the trees. In a final, desperate measure, Scott cut
the anti-gravs completely. They dropped like a stone, gliding in fast toward the shattered jackstraws of
broken branches and shredded treetrunks below. Both treecats were frantic. "Bleek!"

Scott tried to pick out the smoothest, most level area of debris in the wicked minefield of protruding
branches and punji stakes below. He switched in the faltering anti-gravs again, in an effort to hop over a
tangle of lethal splinters the size of his torso, then wrenched at the controls. He cut the anti-gravs again
and they hit belly first. The air car smashed down, bounced. The impact rocked Scott in his harness,
snapped his head forward against the restraints. The safety webbing caught the treecats before they could
impact against the dash.

They hit again, skidding sideways through sharp, protruding branches and woody debris. Metal
shrieked, bent, tore. Scott snapped forward in his harness again, jounced his teeth together over a
scream of pain as the airframe buckled and tore open at his side, shredded by a thick branch they
skidded past, puncturing the car's skin like a can opener. They finally rocked to a halt, less than a meter
from the closest standing trees. Scott blinked sweat out of his eyes and dragged in a lungful of smoky air.
The control panels were sizzling, hissing.Gotta get out, Ubel's going to be right on top of us . . .

Scott fumbled with his harness, released the catches, crawled free. His arm was slashed where the skin
of the airframe, peeled back by the branch they'd skidded past, had cut skin and muscle. It wasn't
critically deep, but it was bleeding and hurt like hell. He crawled toward the co-pilot's seat, found the
treecats untangling themselves from the safety webbing.

"Bleek!"
"You guys okay?" he asked hoarsely, trying to clear his vision enough to look for injuries.
"Bleek! Bleek-bleek-bleek!"

Get out fast!was the urgent message behind that verbal warning. Scott dug for his bulky medi-kit, slung
it over one shoulder, grabbed his rifle where he'd clipped it to the dash, made sure his pistol was still
strapped to his hip, then crawled toward the hatch. It was jammed. Scott gritted his teeth, unsheathed his
vibro-knife, andcut their way out through the side of the dented airframe. He slithered out feet first and
landed awkwardly in ankle-deep splinters and broken branches.

The treecats swarmed through the battered interior and jumped down as well, flitting across the
uppermost layer of shifting wood, on a direct course for the blighted trees. Scott followed as fast as he
could jog through the treacherous piles of broken, splintered timber. The treecats gained the woodline
and jumped for the nearest tree trunk. Scott followed gingerly and finally caught up, staggering forward
into the clear, debris-free undergrowth of the dying forest. The treecats were chittering and broadcasting
anger and fright. Scott tried his wrist com, but it was no use. Ubel was jamming this whole valley with
something powerful enough to keep any transmission he might send from getting through.

He paused under the barren branches, listening hard as he gulped down air that stank of decaying wood
and rotting leaves. The blighted trees were sere and brown, bark peeling off in loose, hanging strips. He
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tested the nearest low-hanging limbs, wondering if he might not be smarter to try climbing rather than
running, which gave her a moving target, easier to spot than a stationary chameleon. But the branches
were spongy and discolored and even the largest split under his weight.

Scott listened for any sound of approaching air car engines, but heard only the wind and the distant
grinding roar of the harvesters at work. He set off at an oblique angle, heading for healthy forest. The
crackle and crunch of deadwood under his boots advertised his location to any ears that might be
listening, but he didn't have a whole lot of time to put distance between himself and the pursuit that was
certain to follow. She couldn't afford to let any witnesses leave this blasted little valley alive.

Scott had almost reached the gap between the dead trees and the healthy forest beyond when he heard
the sounds of a large animal crashing through the dead picket woods, headed his way. Alarm jerked
through him, simultaneously with the sharp cries of warning from two keen-eyed treecats. Scott dragged
at his pistol, cursing Mariel Ubel and his own carelessness in letting her shoot them down.Maybe it's a
hexapuma, scenting its first live game in a week? A hexapuma I could kill without too much
trouble, but dammit, I don't have time!

He gained the gap where the picket wood system had dissolved a twenty-meter-wide swath of open
space around the damaged trees and lunged forward, frantic to gain the cover of thick trees beyond. He
cast a wild glance back over one shoulder—

—and a horse burst out into the open from the ravaged forest, neighing sharply as its rider pulled up,
placing herself between Scott and safety in the thick underbrush beyond. He skidded sideways, tried to
cut and change directions, but she fired at the deadwood under his feet and the blast tripped him up. He
went down hard, sprawling inelegantly amongst the rotting leaves and spongy branches on the former
forest floor. He lay stunned for critical seconds while sweat prickled down his back and soaked into his
shirt beneath his armpits.

Mariel Ubel was a superb horsewoman. She controlled her mount with knees alone, freeing her hands
for the lethal rifle she now aimed dead-center at Scott's chest. The horse showed signs of a hard gallop,
and Scott cursed himself for not having thought of this possibility. Of course she wouldn't have hunted
him from the air; she knew as well as he did that spotting him under that thick green canopy would've
been almost impossible, even with infrared sensing equipment, since bright light bouncing off sun-heated
leaves in that dense a canopy would've confused any heat signature he might've given off—and infrared
wasn't much use in broad daylight in any case. Much better to track him on the ground, where she could
see and hear him.

He lay panting under Mariel Ubel's cold gaze for a long moment, aware that he couldn't possibly bring
up the pistol in his hand fast enough to fire before she drilled him with that rifle. His own rifle hung down
his back, where he'd slung it across his shoulder. Hard, ice-blue eyes flicked up and she met his gaze.

"Drop it."

Wind-blown blond hair framed a face that might have been beautiful, if she hadn't been about to cut him
down in cold blood. She had the drop on him and they both knew it. "You can't possibly get away with
this," he said, trying to talk his way into distracting her, hoping for just an instant's break in her
concentration, which he could exploit to bring up his pistol and fire. His hand sweated on the plastic grip.

She laughed at him. "I already have."

"Twofatal crashes with you involved?" he came back. "And no storm to explain this one?"
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She shrugged. "If | have to run, all I need is enough time to get off world and I can do that in less than an
hour. Well before any air car from town can get all the way out here. They'd still be on their way when
my ship went into impeller drive."

She must have been making escape arrangements from the moment she'd planned and executed her first
murders. All she had to do was destroy the evidence of her violation of the Elysian Rule, close up shop
quietly, resign her position, and be long gone before anyone had a chance to grow suspicious. Even if the
murders were discovered, she'd get away clean.

"Mind telling me why?"

Pale brows arched. "Why?" Contempt dripped from her voice. "Because my career would have been
destroyed, of course."

"I mean, what was it you released and why did you release it?"

Her mouth twisted in distaste. "One of Rafferty's creations. We were developing a test spray to use in
controlled experiments, to see what effect our synthesized product would have. It wasn't my fault."

"Then itwas you who released the stuff."

"It wasn't my fault!" she repeated sharply. "It could have happened to anyone! And if it hadn't been for
those damned, meddlesometreecats , it wouldn't have happened at all! I told Erhardt to get rid of that
thing!"

"Treecats?" Scott asked quietly. "How can the treecats be responsible for your accidental discharge of a
deadly bio-agent?" He was achingly aware that Fisher and the stray were working their way toward Ubel
through the branches that leaned out into the clearing, could taste their determination to stop her, could
even taste the anger and revulsion they felt as they closed ground on her. The horse tossed its head
restively and blew through distended nostrils, shaking its mane unhappily. A sharp command brought the
animal to a standstill, but only for a moment. Its eyes rolled white as it sidled away from the stealthy
approach of the treecats. Could the treecats be responsible for the horse's disquiet? Scott didn't know,
wished he could count on it. Unfortunately, she was a good enough horsewoman, her concentration
never faltered. She kept that damned rifle trained steadily on him the whole time.

"The treecats," she said bitingly, "are pernicious snoops and thieves! Arvin's damned pet broke into the
lab while I was working alone one night, startled me in the middle of a critical transfer. The whole flask
shattered, right into the exhaust vents! I tried to shoot the little bastard, but they're quick, damn them and
it got away. My God, do you have any idea how much time and money and research went down the
drain when that flask broke? I've got three separate biochemical firms bidding for the rights to my
research, but with the fines Manticore is going to levy, I'll have to take it toMesa if | want to make any
damned profit at all, thanks to the stinkingtreecats! "

Mesa . . . Home of Manpower Unlimited, which provided cloned and bio-engineered human slave labor
to corporate colonies looking for environmentally adaptive work forces they wouldn't have to pay for
working in harrowing conditions. Any civilized star system shunned Mesan firms for the monstrosities
they were. That Mariel Ubel was running straight for Mesa's bio-medical firms was not surprising; it
merely confirmed the depths of her grasping, cold-blooded nature.

"What are theMesans going to do with your discovery?" Scott bit out angrily. "Turn it into the next war's
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bio-weapon?"
"Enough talk! Drop that pistol."

She was going to kill him anyway.l'll be damned if I just lie here and let her cut me in half without a
fight! He lifted his arm out to the side, as if complying with the order, letting the pistol dangle loosely in
his hand. He couldn't possibly bring it up fast enough to hitkzer ; but a horse made for a much larger—and
lower—target.

"Going to shoot me here?" he asked. "Or herd me back to my wrecked air car first, so you don't have to
drag the body?"

"Drop it!"
Now or never . . .

Scott wrenched the pistol around in his hand, saw Ubel's finger tighten down on the trigger of her rifle,
knew he was going to die. A shrill, snarling scream of raw hate tore the air. A streak of cream-and-grey
fur launched itself toward Mariel Ubel's horse, too far away, still, to reach/er . Fisher landed on the
horse's rear quarters, claws unsheathed and ripping into the animal's flesh the instant he landed. The horse
reared with a sharp neigh. Scott rolled frantically sideways, even as Ubel ripped off her shot. The medical
pack slung over his shoulder exploded. Heat seared his back as an animal scream of agony ripped from
the horse. Scott rolled wildly to his feet, off-balance and staggering. Ubel clung to that damned saddle,
leech-like, and swung the rifle around again before Fisher could reach her.

Scott dove, rolling in an effort to bring up his pistol. He could feel frantic terror and fury from the stray's
mind as it raced through the trees, slower than Fisher because of the cruel deprivations it had suffered.
Mariel Ubel's rifle tracked around. She aimed straight at Scott. He was still off-balance, still rolling, trying
to bring the pistol up in time. Fisher flung himself toward her neck, claws bared, shrieking in fury, but he
couldn't possibly knock that rifle aside from where he was. Scott fired wildly, knew he'd missed—

—and a starvation-thin treecat launched itself from the trees straight at the rifle's muzzle. The stray flung
itself right down the bore, shrieking its hate and fury, directly between Scott and the rifle. The treecat's
lunge knocked the tip of the muzzle slightly sideways, left it sprawled across the end of the muzzle just as
the shot blasted loose. Psychic pain detonated behind Scott's eyelids just as he came to his feet, pistol
still too low to do any good. The shot torethrough the treecat and blasted into the deadwood at Scott's
feet, just missing him. Scott stumbled, grey-faced and shaken. A broken ball of fur dropped to the
ground from horse height. Scott was still moving, still bringing his own weapon up. He fired blind, aiming
with trembling hands as the killer on horseback brought her rifle around again, seekinghis life this time.

His shot struck her chest with brutal force at the same instant Fisher reached her throat. Mariel Ubel
jerked in the saddle and screamed, a gurgling, ghastly sound. A look of shock crossed her face. Fisher's
claws had ripped away half her throat in the time it had taken her to scream once. The rifle thudded to
the ground from nerveless fingers. Then she crumpled down after it, landing with a hard thump. Her
frantic mount reared and came down right on top of her, trampled her with flint-sharp hooves. A
sickening crunch reached Scott. She didn't move again. Scott fell to his knees, panting and sick. Another
treecat appeared in his blurred vision, dropped from the still-screaming, blood-ribboned horse. It bucked
one last time and bolted into the trees. The second treecat huddled over the too-still shape on the ground.

Scott caught back an agonized sound and stumbled forward, half-blind, already knowing what he would
find. The stray was dead, shot through the body with a weapon capable of dropping a hexapuma in its
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tracks. Fisher keened inconsolably, rocking back and forth above him. Scott gathered the broken body
up, buried his face in the bloodied fur, grieving. The treecat had thrown himself deliberately between that
rifle and Scott . . . And it hadknown what a rifle could do. Had seen Scott's medical pack blown apart
on his back, knew it was the same weapon that had downed theirair car . And the stray had lunged
straight into the shot's path, anyway, knocking the muzzle aside, saving Scott's life. Scott knelt on the
broken ground, face buried in blood-streaked, dirt-matted fur, and cried.

You knew it would kill you, youknew . . . Scott couldn't forgive himself for bringing the stray here, for
causing it to choose in that hair-trigger instant of decision, felt the blame and the guilt so keenly, he would
rather the shot had blasted through him. After everything the stray had done, achieving the impossible,
communicating the truth that his human friend had been murdered, Scott had let Arvin Erhardt's killer
destroy the stray's life.

And Scott had never even given him a name.

He huddled over the broken, nameless little treecat and grieved.

"It's never easy to lose a friend, is it?"

Scott looked up slowly from his chair to see Sanura Hobbard standing quietly in the doorway. He'd
forgotten she was coming. Scott tightened his fingers briefly through Fisher's silky fur, needing the soft
croon his friend gave him, then roused himself. "I'm sorry, Dr. Hobbard. Come in."

Fisher bleeked a soft greeting.

Her smile was hesitant, her dark eyes solemn. "Thank you, Dr. MacDallan, and thank you, too, Fisher."

That she included his friend in the greeting warmed a dull, cold ache deep inside. "Dr. Hobbard." He
rose to his feet, shook her hand. "And no," he added, gesturing her to a chair, "it isn't easy."

"I'm sorry. We all are."
Scott tightened his jaw muscles briefly. "Thanks," he said in a low voice.

"We found a displaced group of treecats," she said quietly into the silence, "within a few kilometers of
the plant. They were clearly trying to migrate away from the zone of devastation. We've already delivered
the first emergency drops of food to them. A high percentage of the game animals in the blighted area
were evidently killed by toxins emitted by the dissolving picket wood trees. Now that we know what's
happened out there, we'll keep the affected treecats from starving until they can relocate to another
range."

Scott nodded. His hunch had been right, then. That was good, he thought tiredly. It didn't balance the
loss of the stray . . . but it helped. "I'm glad."

"I talked to Nicholas Vollney. They found what caused the crash."

Scott, lost in contemplation of the subtle shadings of grey and cream in Fisher's silky fur, looked up.
"Oh?"
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The xenologist nodded. "It was the air car's on-board computer. It had been tampered with, of course.
Caused them to veer off course, shut down their beacon and communications gear, caused the anti-gravs
to malfunction, then cut power entirely at a critical moment as they were losing altitude. That's how she
did it. If you hadn't grown suspicious, it would never have been noticed." Sanura Hobbard hesitated,
clearly needing to ask and equally clearly not wanting to cause him further pain; but she was, above all
else, a professional xenologist. Sensitivity to people's feelings had never stopped one, yet. "You know |
have to ask. It's important, I don't have to tell you that, how important it is that we understand this. How
did you know? Please, tell me."

Scott's mouth thinned and he shook his head. "There's nothing to tell, Dr. Hobbard. I've flown through a
lot of thunderstorms. An experienced pilot would've set his beacon going, if nothing else. No mysteries,
just plain old human intuition."

She leveled a cool, disappointed stare at him. "You're going to sit there and tell me there'snothing to
tell, when a treecat travels five hundred kilometers to find his murdered friend's body, nearly killing
himself in the process, locates the nearest humans he can find, drags them out to the crash site, and then
throws himself between the killer's rifle and the human he's somehow convinced to investigate the
suspicious crash? Dr. MacDallan, I wasn't born yesterday."

Scott pitied her. He really did. If he'd been in her position, he'd have wanted to throttle anyone holding
back what sheknew he wasn't telling her. But what the treecats had done was something the human
colonists on Sphinx just weren't ready to hear, yet, not emotionally or psychologically or even politically.
Stephanie Harrington was right to play the "I'm just a little kid, Dr. Hobbard," game with the xenologist.
Until Scott wassure the Manticoran Star Kingdom or others like Mariel Ubelcouldn 't run roughshod
over the treecats, Stephanie's was exactly the right game plan to play.

"I'm sorry, Dr. Hobbard," he said tiredly. "But there really isn't anything more to be said. The stray led us
to the crash. I did the rest. And I still don't know why it jumped in front of that rifle . . ." The unsteadiness

in his voice brought a flinch to the xenologist's eyes.

"I'm sorry, too," she said softly. She stood up, manner somewhat stiff, and said, "I hope you'll change
your mind, Dr. MacDallan. You have my number."

"Yes. 1 do."
And they both knew he wouldn't be calling it.

She said good-bye somewhat awkwardly, then left. Scott sighed and stroked Fisher's fur. When he
glanced up again, Irina Kisaevna was leaning against the door frame, just watching him. He tried to smile.

"I heard what she said," Irina told him quietly.

Scott just nodded.

"I didn't mean to eavesdrop, but I was coming to the office to check on you and the door was open . . ."
"It's all right."

She moved across the room, sat down beside him, took his hand in hers and just held it. He pressed her

fingers in silent thanks. An odd expression touched her eyes as she sat there, quietly studying him. "You
didn't tell her everything, did you? And no, I haven't read that file you left on my computer. But I know
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you, Scott, you didn't tell that woman everything. Not even close to it."

He tightened his hand gently through Fisher's fur once again. His friend crooned softly and touched his
wrist with tiny, warm fingers, sharing the ache of a grief that pounded, dull and relentless, through him.
His thoughts jumped back to a tiny campfire and the brilliant, pine-green eyes of a female treecat gazing
up at him, the touch of a starvation-thin treecat's hands on his knee and the kaleidoscopic blur of images
and sounds and emotional impressions that had swept through him from the stray's memory.

Irina, of all the humans on Sphinx, would understand—and keep the secret.

Speaking very quietly into a silence broken only by Fisher's soft, comforting croons, Scott MacDallan
told her the story of the stray.

What Price Dreams?

David Weber
ONE

"Do you think we'll see any treecats?"

Adrienne Michelle Aoriana Elizabeth Winton, Crown Princess of the Star Kingdom of Manticore,
sounded considerably younger than her twenty-one T-years as she looked out the window and asked the
question over her shoulder.

Lieutenant Colonel Alvin Tudev smiled at her wistfulness and wondered if she even knew she'd revealed
it. He suspected she did, and a part of him felt sadly flattered by the probability. It was not something she
would have let anyone else hear, but the King's Own Regiment, supported by the Palace Guard Service,
provided the royal family's bodyguards, and the lieutenant colonel had commanded the Heir's security
force since she turned eleven. He knew she regarded him as a sort of favored uncle. It was a relationship
he treasured, and not simply—or even primarily—because he was ambitious to rise to the very top of his
chosen profession. Princess Adrienne was an easy person to love, he thought, and then felt his smile fade,
for there was more than one reason she had allowed herself to feel so close to him. Her estrangement
from her father had been carefully concealed by both the Palace staff and the Star Kingdom's news
services, but nothing about any member of the House of Winton was a secret from Alvin Tudev.

Including the Heir's bitter loneliness.

"I don't know, Your Highness," he said after a moment. "They say 'cats are pretty elusive. And the
Forestry Service is enormously protective where they're concerned."

"I know." Adrienne sighed. "Daddy . . . discussed that with me last night. He doesn't much like the
Forestry Service."
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"I know." Tudev agreed. "But should you be confiding that to me, Your Highness?" he added in a gentler
tone.

"What? The fact that fighting with each other is all Daddy and I still have in common? Or the fact that
we'd fighta// the time instead of just each time we happen to meet if he gave a big enough damn about me
to bother?" Adrienne turned, and the wistfulness had vanished. The young woman who faced Tudev now
looked much older than her years, not younger, and her brown eyes were filled with mingled sadness and
bitter maturity. "It's not as if you don't know all about all of us already, Alvin. So if I can't discuss it with
you, whocan 1 discuss it with?"

"I don't know that you ought to be discussing it at all, Your Highness. I'm honored that you trust my
discretion, but you shouldn't say things like that toanyone . Like it or not, you're the second most
important political figure in the Star Kingdom . . . and you can't afford to be wrong about who you trust
to respect your confidence."

"Because, of course, the public's perception of the tender relationship between the King and his beloved
daughter must be maintained at all costs, mustn't it?" Adrienne said with such cold, quiet savagery that
Tudev winced.

"Adrienne," he said after a moment, dropping the "Highnesses" he was usually careful to maintain, "I can't
answer that." He smiled sadly. "I don't know the right answer . . . and even if I thought I did, it wouldn't
be proper—or wise—for me to give it to you. I'm an Army officer, not a political advisor. My loyalty is
to the Constitution, the Crown, and the Heir, in that order, and it's not my place to agree or disagree with
all the decisions my duties make me privy to. And, unfortunately, my loyalty as the commander of your
protection detail is to Crown Princess Adrienne, not just Adrienne the person. Which means it'sdefinitely
not my place to have an opinion on how the PR types should portray the relationship between you and
His Majesty."

"I know." Adrienne turned back to the window, looking out across the palace grounds at the bulk of
King Michael's Tower, and sighed heavily. "I'm sorry, Alvin. I shouldn't put you on the spot by asking
you things like that. It's just—" She cut herself off, still gazing out the window, then drew a deep breath.
"At any rate, [ take it you're satisfied with the arrangements for the trip?"

"Yes, Your Highness." Tudev was relieved to return to a less excruciatingly private subject, though he
was careful to keep his gratitude out of his voice. He watched the ramrod-straight back of his future
Queen for a moment, then nodded to himself. Perhaps there was one thing he could do for this lonely
young woman without intruding (officially, at least) into affairs which were no business of a serving officer.

"Ah, there is one point," he said, and Adrienne turned from the window once more at the odd note in his
voice. "We still haven't resolved that small scheduling conflict," he told her.

"Scheduling conflict?"

"Don't you remember, Your Highness? The Yawata Crossing Chamber of Commerce wants you for a
ribbon cutting for a new residential tower, but Twin Forks has put in a request for you to visit there and
dedicate the new SFS admin wing on the same afternoon." Adrienne cocked a questioning eyebrow, and
he frowned. "I'm sorry, Your Highness. Didn't Lady Haroun bring this up with you?"

"Refresh my memory, please, Colonel Tudev," she suggested, and he shrugged.

"I got copies of the original memos of request kicked down to me as your detail commander through
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Army channels, Your Highness. According to the header, Lady Haroun and Palace PR received copies
at the same time. I assumed they would have informed you," he added blandly, "and as the CO of your
protection detail, I thought I might save a little time by seeking clarification on the final decision directly
from you. It's important that we know your schedule as far in advance as possible so that we can be
certain all the necessary security measures are in place, you know."

"I see." Adrienne regarded him gravely, but her eyes began to twinkle. Nassouah Haroun, her
appointments secretary, had most emphaticallynof mentioned the Twin Forks request when planning
began for the state visit to Sphinx . . . and neither had anyone else. Which wasn't at all surprising, she
thought, given her father's attitude towards the Sphinx Forestry Service and treecats in general. Like
Nassouah, most of the Palace staff knew only too well how His Majesty would have reacted to the idea
of his daughter going anywherenear the Forestry Service's planetary HQ, that hotbed of pro-'cat
sympathy. In fact, Tudev was taking a considerable risk even mentioning the request. In fairness to her
father (which was something Adrienne was aware that it had become increasingly hard for her to be), he
hated the use of political power to reward sycophants or punish people who demonstrated
independence. That made it unlikely he would demand Tudev's resignation . . . but it wasn't at all unlikely
that he would have the lieutenant colonel removed from his present post if he discovered who'd
mentioned Twin Forks to Adrienne. No doubt the request for Tudev's replacement would be carefully
worded so as not to sound like an order to summarily squelch any further promotions, but it would
certainly be seen as such by Tudev's superiors, however it was phrased. It was possible the Army would
ignore the implications anyway; it was far more likely that he would be "encouraged" to take early
retirement and end his career as a lieutenant colonel.

Then again, there's no particular reason anyone ever has to discover where the information came
from—or how, at least, she told herself. One of her few prerogatives as Heir was the right to choose
between conflicting events when scheduling official visits. It wasn't used very often simply because it was
virtually unheard of for an Heir to know when conflicts arose. No one person could have kept up with all
the requests that came in—that was why Adrienne had an appointments secretary and why Nassouah
had the fifth largest staff in Mount Royal Palace—and the Princess seldom cared enough about her
schedule to get actively involved in working it out. It was far easier to let Lady Haroun worry about the
details and simply tell her where they were going when the time came.

But Elizabeth I had specifically granted her son Michael control over his own itineraries as her heir, and it
had become an established tradition of the royal family. Not even her father could have denied that . . .
not that she intended to mention this particular decision to him until it was too late for him to#ry to deny it.
And Tudev had phrased his revelation carefully. She could testify under oath that he'd "let it slip" as a
routine request. She knew him too well to think he would lie about it to his superiors if anyone asked him
specifically how it had come out, but she also knew no one would ask him a thing if she'd already given
her version of events. The word of the Crown Princess of Manticore was not questioned. If she said it
had been a slip, then it had been a slip, and that was all there was to it unless her father himself demanded
answers.

And he won't do that, she thought with a familiar ache of hurt and loss. He would never, ever do
anything that could raise questions about my actions. After all, I'm going to be Queen someday. It would
never do to give anyone any cause to question the sacred honor of the House of Winton!

She suppressed the pain and smiled at Tudev.
"Oh, yes.That conflict," she told him. "I was thinking we'd go to Twin Forks, Colonel. It's smaller and

more intimate than Yawata Crossing. Besides, [ was in Yawata just five months ago . . . and I believe
Father will be there in about three months, as well."
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"Very good, Your Highness. I'll add it to the Alpha List."

The Alpha List, as Adrienne knew, was thereal itinerary for her visit to Sphinx. As a routine precaution,
only Tudev and his immediate superior, Brigadier Hallowell, CO of the King's Own Regiment of the
Royal Army, would have access to the Alpha List until just before she departed for Sphinx. Not even
Lady Haroun would know exactly what was on it, and there were several lists of other potential sites for
her visit. Full dress security arrangements would be made at every one of them, but most would be
decoys. The practice had been adopted ten T-years ago, immediately after Adrienne's mother's death, as
an additional security measure.

That thought brought its own fierce, eye-burning stab of anguish, but she let no sign of it show. She'd
become quite skilled at hiding the hurt.

"Thank you, Colonel Tudev," she said, and smiled at him.

Two

A silken blur of cream-and-gray fur scurried up the trunk of the tree humans called picket wood. It
slowed as it reached the upper branches and became identifiable as a treecat . . . rather on the small side
for a male. He was little more than a human meter in length from nose to prehensile tail-tip, and that same
tail showed only six age bands. Since male cats threw out their first band at the end of their fourth
Sphinxian year of life, then added another for each additional year, that made him nine planetary
years—or just under forty-seven T-years—old. That was barely over the edge into young adulthood for
a species which routinely lived five times that long, but he moved with an assurance at odds with his
youth. Which was peculiar, for the tree he was climbing belonged to the most senior memory singer in all
the world. Worse, he was not even of her clan . . . and while he hoped he was expected, he hadnot been
invited.

He reached another branching intersection and found himself face-to-face with another male, this one
considerably bigger than he, with the confident bearing of a veteran hunter. The older 'cat gave him a
long, measuring look, but the youngster never hesitated. He flicked his ears in a respectful enough
salutation, yet he kept right on climbing at his slower, more deliberate pace, and the hunter let him pass.

So, the newcomer thought. Word of his coming had been passed as Song Weaver had promised it
would. That was something. Indeed, it was more than he'd truly allowed himself to anticipate, for he had
half-expected his clan's elders to pressure the young memory singer into "forgetting" her promise. He
twitched his whiskers in the equivalent of a human snort at the thought and continued on his way, borne
onward by the sense of righteous indignation which had brought him across half a continent for this
meeting,

But then he reached the tree fork he sought, and he felt himself slow abruptly. It was one thing to set out
on even the longest journey, confident in his own rectitude and calling. It was quite another, he suddenly
discovered, to reach its end and actually thrust himself into the presence of the most respected living
member of his own species.

He paused outside the large, comfortable nest tucked into the uppermost reaches of the tallest tree at the
very heart of the Bright Water Clan's central nesting place, and somewhere deep inside him a very young
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kitten discovered that it unaccountably wanted to forget its own effrontery, turn around, and go home.
But it was only a brief pause. He had come too far to hesitate now, and he shook himself, then advanced
to the nest's entrance. He stopped there once more and reached out with one true-hand to strike
respectfully at the hollow wooden tube hanging beside the nest entrance. Generations of other claws had
gouged the tube, and countless impacts between it and the tree bole had worn a deep depression through
the picket wood's tough bark, but the resonating musical note as it flew back against the tree was
sufficient for sharp ears to hear.

For an instant, the youngster thought the ears of the one he sought must have lost their sharpness, for
there was no response at all. But then a mind voice spoke, and his own ears went up in astonishment as it
rolled through him.

<So, young Seeker of Dreams. You have arrived. I expected you sooner.>

Seeker of Dreams—who had been called Tree Dancer until his clan's senior memory singer derisively
renamed him at his last acrimonious appearance before the elders—sat very still, tasting the serenity and
amused, tolerant laughter of the mind glow behind that incredibly rich and vibrant mind voice. All his
young life, he had known that the memory singer called Sings Truly was the most powerful and skilled
memory singer in the world. Indeed, she was one of the three or four most powerful in all the thousands
of turnings of the People's memory. But that had been knowledge, not experience. Now the power and
the beauty of her mind voice flowed through him, jewel-toned and clear as still water, yet edged with the
immense power of every mind voice she had ever touched and reproduced as she sang the memory of
the People into the web of time. They were all there, sounding like the chimes and cymbals of the
two-legs in the timbre of her mind voice, and it took all the courage in him to find a reply at last.

<Yes, Memory Singer,> he said. <I have come. I am sorry the journey took longer than you had
expected. It was long, but I came with all speed.>

<Indeed you did.> Sings Truly sent forth another surge of wry amusement. <It was only that when Song
Weaver warned me of your quest, I expected you to arrive in a flash of light and thunder, like one of the
human's sky craft. At the very least I expected your fur to be somewhat singed by the speed of your
passage!>

Seeker of Dreams' ears twitched in acute embarrassment, and the fact that he knew Sings Truly could
taste it—and that he could taste her increased amusement in reply—made things no better. But he also
tasted her encouragement and genuine welcome.

<IfT had had a two-legs sky egg, I would have used it, Memory Singer,> he admitted after another
moment. <But [ had only my own feet and tail. Although I do believe I may have scorched my tail a bit
swinging through that last stretch of straight wood beyond the mountains.>

<No doubt. Well, come in, kitten. You have come too far to be kept sitting outside my nest until it rains
upon you.>

<My thanks, Memory Singer,>he replied with all the sincerity her courtesy deserved, and uncoiled his
sinuous body to enter the tightly woven nest.

Most of the People preferred snug nests, little more than twice their own bodies' length, for several
reasons. For one thing, smaller nests were considerably warmer during the cold days. For another, adults
were responsible for maintaining their own nests, and it was easier to see to the proper weaving of
smaller roofs. Mated pairs regularly extended their nests, especially if they had kittens to rear, but they
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also returned to a smaller, more comfortable size as soon as possible.

But Sings Truly's nest was enormous, with room for at least a triple-hand of adults, and Seeker of
Dreams blinked as his eyes adjusted to the dimness within and he realized someone had actually carried
stones up the tree to build a sturdy hearth at its center. Such a luxury was unheard of, given the danger
escaped fire represented to tree-dwelling creatures, but his surprise vanished as quickly as it had come.
This wasSings Truly's nest, and if any of the People had ever earned such consideration, she had.

Then something rattled, and he turned his head and blinked in fresh surprise as Sings Truly pulled aside a
curtain and stepped from behind it. The curtain was of some material he had never seen before, and he
felt a flash of excitement as he realized it must be of two-leg weave. Or of two-legmaking , at least, for it
did not seem to be precisely woven at all. Rather it was all of one piece, with a soft and furry inner
surface, which he felt intuitively certain was an even better insulator than the blankets and wall hangings
the People wove from their own shed winter coats.

He had a brief glimpse of the much smaller, plain little chamber behind the curtain and realized it must be
her own sleeping place, but that hardly registered at the moment. Not only did he have the curtain's odd
material to ponder, but no other nest he had ever heard of had actually been partitioned inside, and the
novelty took him aback. Yet it made a great deal of sense for a large nest when he thought about it.
There was no real point building walls between People for that peculiar concept the two-legs called
"privacy," for it was literally impossible for one of the People not to taste the mind glow of another at
such close range, but the chamber walls and hanging curtain cut the nest up into smaller sections, each of
which would be its own cell of warmth during the cold days.

<So you approve of my curtain?> Sings Truly cocked her head at him. <Not all do. Indeed, some think
it only one more sign my position has led me into pride.> She bleeked a laugh. <Most are careful not to
say so, but their mind glows give them away.>

<Surely not!>Seeker of Dreams protested.

<I am not just a memory singer to Bright Water Clan, kitten,> she told him in richly amused mind tones.
<I am also old Sings Truly, and I am aunt or cousin or honorary granny to every member of the clan.
They have no intention of allowing me to forget that, and I think it is just as well. Besides—> another
bleeking laugh <—I doubt I should know what to do with myself if someone did not disapprove of me!>

<Who would dare?>Seeker of Dreams demanded, and then his whiskers twitched in fresh
embarrassment as she laughed gently at his outraged ardor. Well, she was entitled to laugh at him, but
that made his question no less valid. She was Sings Truly, the memory singer of memory singers and the
one whose stunning vision had truly brought the People and the two-legs together!

<Youarea kitten,> she told him at last, her mind voice gentle. Then she stepped fully into the central
nest, and Seeker of Dreams felt a flash of shock as he saw her clearly at last. Her strong, beautiful mind
voice and the mind glow that matched it were those of a young female in the prime of her life, but the
memory singer he actually saw was shrunken with age. Her dappled brown pelt was so age-silvered it
looked almost as gray as his own, and her left true-foot and hand-foot both dragged when she moved.
Her whiskers were age-bent, she had lost her upper right canine, and now that he looked more closely,
he could taste the constant, low-level pain of stiffened joints and aching sinews which had become an
inescapable part of her life. It was so clear when he sought it that he was astonished he could have
missed tasting it in the first place, but only until he realized he hadn't tasted it becauseshe didn't. It was a
fact of her life she could not deny, but she saw no reason she should dwell upon it, and her grass-green
eyes glowed with a will to which the infirmities of an obviously failing body were merely an
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Iconvenience.

<So, young dream chaser,> she said. <As you say, you have come far to consult with me. What may
this ancient singer of memories do for you?>

<[—>he began, then paused, overcome once more by a sense of his own temerity. He was only a youth
who had been granted his voice before the elders of Red Leaves Dancing Clan less than half a turning
before, and as Song Mistress had pointed out, that scarcely qualified him to challenge the united decision
of those same elders.

For just an instant, all he wanted to do was turn and go home, before he exposed his youthful lack of
maturity and humiliated the rest of his clan by disputing the will of its elders. But then he remembered the
songs of Climbs Quickly and the deeds of Sings Truly when first she became Bright Water Clan's senior
singer, and his resolve stiffened. If anyone in the world would understand how one could be called to
argue against restrictions, surely that person was Sings Truly!

<I have come to seek your assistance, Memory Singer,> he said with a dignity he found vaguely
surprising.

<My assistance,> Sings Truly repeated, and her age-blunted whiskers quivered with bittersweet
memory. <There was another scout of the People who asked my assistance,> she told Seeker of
Dreams. <I gave it . . . and he almost died of the giving. Indeed, he did die of it in the end. Would you
have me repeat that gift?>

<I would,>Seeker of Dreams replied, and this time there was no question or self-doubt in him. He
looked into her eyes, letting her taste his sincerity, and she sighed.

<Your elders are right, Seeker of Dreams,> she told him at last. <You are too young. Go home. Wait.
Live longer before you race to meet the dark.>

<I cannot,> he replied simply. <I have heeded the songs, Memory Singer, and I taste the two-leg mind
glow in them, like fire in a night of snow and bitter wind. It haunts my dreams, and I yearn to taste it more
clearly—to take it for my own and give myself to it. And I wish to know more of the two-legs' worlds,
and their tools, and all their marvels. It is a hunger and a need within me, and I cannot reject it or turn
from it.>

<And if you feed that hunger, you will die,> she said softly, and flicked her tail in interruption when he
would have responded. <Oh, not immediately, little brother. But the humans—and that is what they call
themselves; not "two-legs"—are shorter-lived than we, and those who bond to them . . > Her mind
voice trailed off, and he tasted a complex alloy of grief, guilt, and loss in her mind glow.

<I did not realize how short-lived they are when Climbs Quickly bonded to Death Fang's Bane,> she
admitted after a moment, and her mind voice was so soft he wondered if she had ever admitted it to
anyone before. <She was so young, no more than a kitten of her kind. I never dreamed she would live so
short a time! Yet even though she lived a long life for the humans, Seeker of Dreams, it was for less than
eighteen turnings, and when she died, Climbs Quickly chose to go into the dark with her.> The memory
singer looked straight at her young visitor, and her eyes were very bright but soft. <A part of my heart
died with him, little brother. He was my youngest brother, of our parents' final litter, and I loved
him—perhaps too much, for I have never truly known if I supported him because reason told me it was
correct, or because love left me no choice. But this I do know, youngling; he should not have gone so
soon, not for another full eighteen turnings of his own. Yet if you achieve that which you wish, you will
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perish even younger than he, for he was three full turnings older than you when they bonded, and few
among the humans have mind glows so strong and stable—and at so young an age—as Death Fang's
Bane's. You will not find another so young, and if you bond to an adult, one whose life is half spent when
first you meet, then what awaits you when your human dies?>

<I do not know, Memory Singer,> Seeker of Dreams said, and dipped his ears with grave formality.
<Perhaps, I, too, will go into the dark with my two-l—with my "human." But perhaps I will not, too. It is
customary for one of the People to follow his or her mate into the dark, yet it does not always happen.
Sometimes there are things undone—things one knows one's mate would wish one to complete, or
kittens to raise, or another whose mind glow fills the hole in your soul. Sometimes there are not, and no
one can know which will happen in his life until it is upon him. Yet that does not keep us from seeking the
ones among the People with whose mind glows we must bond. Why then should we allow it to stop us
from seeking out the ones among the humans whose mind glows call out to us in our dreams?>

<You are so like Climbs Quickly.> Sings Truly sighed. <He had no reason even to worry about the
possibility, for none of us guessed such a thing might be accomplished, yet he had that same certainty . . .
and stubbornness. You do realize why your elders seek to prevent this, do you not?>

<Of course I do, Memory Singer. Am I a mere kitten, unable to taste what truly fans their anger with
me? They love me. They do not wish to see me bond to a human and "throw my turnings away." As you,
they fear I will bond to an adult, one with only three or four turnings left to it, and so they would have me
wait until my own turnings and those of the one I might bond to would be better matched and I would
"sacrifice" less of my life. But | have tasted the mind glows of others who have taken that advice and
never gone among the humans at all. Rather they find mates in the passing of time, and that is good, for it
is not right for one of the People to be unbonded and alone. Yet there is also that sadness in them, that
knowledge of the path not followed and the dream not sought. Life is choice, Memory Singer, and any
choice—even the taking of a mate, and the life bonding, and the kittens who grow strong in the warmth
of their parents' mind glow—may breed sorrow. Indeed, the same choice may bring great happiness yet
also great pain. I am young, but I have seen and tasted it in the lives of others. Yet the life in question is
mine, and it is only fitting that I bear responsibility for the decisions which weave it. I respect my elders,
and their love warms me, yet have they the right to forbid me to protect me from myself? Is that not alien
to the ways of the People?>

<lt is,>she affirmed sadly.

<Then the right to choose is mine, and however much I respect my elders, and however much I
understand that they act out of love, it is I who must decide. Yet I would not simply defy them, and that
was why I sought you. You are Sings Truly, she who first recognized the value of our bondings with the
humans. And you are also the most senior memory singer of all the People of all the world. I do not ask
you to attempt to overrule or command my elders. That would be wrong, even if they chose, because of
who you are and all you have done, to obey you. But I ask that you support me in this. That you tell them
what you have told me—that it is my right and my decision to make.>

The aged memory singer gazed at the young scout before her, tasting his sincerity. More than that, she
tasted the call of which he spoke, the yearning. She saw it seldom among the People, yet each time it
appeared, she felt the pain anew, for each time it reminded her of Climbs Quickly. She had come to
realize, over the long Sphinxian years, that there had always been something different—special—about
her brother. His mind voice had been stronger than that of almost any other male she had ever met, and
he had always been independent-minded and strong-willed . . . and most skilled at tasting mind glows.
He would have made some female a wonderful mate, and yet there would always have been that
something different deep within him. He would not have known what it was, or what to do with it, but he
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would always have known it was there, like a thorn buried in the pad of a hand-foot. The unused
capacity and ability would have been like that, somewhere deep down inside, and he would never have
been fully happy or content, for his full talents would never have been tested or used.

Except with Death Fang's Bane. There, with that alien, two-legged creature not even of his world, those
talentshad been used, and her brother had soared on wings of glory. She had told Seeker of Dreams that
Climbs Quickly's life had been cut short by his bond, and so it had, but oh, howbrightly he had burned
before the dark!

And she had seen that same talent again and again since he bonded to the human youngling Bright Water
Clan had named Death Fang's Bane. It was rare, yet now that the People knew what to look for, Sings
Truly believed it had always been there in some of them. It was simply that no one had ever recognized it
because there had been no two-legs to summon the possibilities forth. But as the songs of Climbs
Quickly's epic battle against the Death Fang and his bonding to the human who had fought it with him
winged around the world, more and more of the People had come to the Bright Water range with that
same something. They had recognized its taste within themselves from the memory songs of Climbs
Quickly, and they had hungered to fill the void within them as he had, with the glorious power of the
mind-blind humans' mind glow. Not so very many of them, out of all the numbers of all the People,
perhaps . . . but more than even Sings Truly had expected when she first spoke out to defend the value to
the People of such bondings.

And too many of them went into the dark too soon, she thought sadly. So glorious and bright the human
mind glow. . . . Is it because they live such short lives? Does their soul consume itself, pouring out in that
brilliant furnace? All of the People who have ever tasted it know its power, yet those who embrace it—
Are they the most fortunate among us, or the most cursed? And I, who first defended Climbs Quickly,
what responsibility do I bear for all of those People who have bound their lives to the humans and seen
so many turnings pass unspent from their true-hands?

She gazed at Seeker of Dreams, tasting his respect for her, his admiration. There was no question in/is
mind glow. But he was young, and certainty was the possession of youth, while Sings Truly was old. She
had lived long, even for one of the People, yet soon it would be her time to journey into the dark. She
thought about it more often of late, wondering if she would meet Climbs Quickly again beyond the
darkness, and if Death Fang's Bane would be with him. She hoped so, for both of their sakes.

And because she hoped that, she could not reject Seeker of Dreams' plea.

<Your elders have renamed you truly,> she said after a long, still moment. <But recall that even the most
skilled hunter may find himself the hunted.>

<[ will not forget it, Memory Singer,>he promised, and for the first time, there was no sting to the
name he had been given. Not when Sings Truly used it in such a mind voice. His head rose, and he met
her eyes steadily until she flicked her ears in approval.

<You understand that even now the humans do not know how clever we truly are?> she asked him.
<[ do,>he assured her.

<Actually, I have always suspected that Death Fang's Bane guessed very early that we sought to
conceal our full cleverness,> Sings Truly mused. <Certainly Darkness Foe, the human called Scott

MacDallan, in their speech, did. And so did Death Fang's Bane, although she had far less proof of it than
Darkness Foe did. She was frighteningly clever herself, you know, with a mind glow like a crown fire,
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and she loved Climbs Quickly deeply. I have believed for turnings that she realized what we sought to
hide and actually helped us to do so.>

<I have not heard that in any of the memory songs,> Seeker of Dreams said.

<Because I never put it into one of them,> she told him tartly. <I was never certain—you know we can
taste only their mind glows; we cannot hear their thoughts, although we have learned to know the
meaning of a great many of the mouth noises they make. Such as the fact that they call themselves
"humans" and not two-legs. But if Death Fang's Bane understood what we sought to do and why, she
was clever enough—and loved Climbs Quickly enough—never to ask him.>

<With all respect, Memory Singer, I am not certain [ understand why we continue to conceal our full
cleverness from the humans. After all, we have not hidden it from all of them. What of Darkness Foe?
He, at least, knew how clever we are. Did he not hear the memory song of Clear Singer? All of us have
heard the memory songs of Swift Striker and True Stalker and Darkness Foe and their battle against the
human evil doer who destroyed Bright Heart Clan's range and slew True Stalker's two-l—human.>

<You speak truth, youngling,> Sings Truly conceded. <Yet for all his courage and love for Swift
Striker—and grief for True Stalker's death—Darkness Foe was not like other humans. Some of them are
... less mind-blind than others, and Darkness Foe was more sensitive than any others we have met, even
Death Fang's Bane or the clan which sprang from her. But recall even so that making him hear—if, in
fact, he did hear—took the full voice of Clear Singer, a memory singer of great skill and strength, and the
support of three hands of hands of hands of hunters and scouts of Walks in Moonlight Clan. Yet with all
that strength supporting her, not even Clear Singer or Strikes Quickly was ever certain how much of the
song he truly heard. When Clear Singer sang the song of his bonding with Strikes Quickly, his mind glow
changed as the song was woven, yet she herself told me tht she did not know how much came from her
song and how much from memories of his own which she but evoked. There was no way she could
know, for even in the song, she could not hear his thoughts.>

<That is true,> Seeker of Dreams admitted, flicking his ears as he acknowledged her correction. <Yet it
is also true that since the days of Death Fang's Bane and Darkness Foe we have bonded with them for
six hands of turnings, and they have done much for us. Their own elders have ordered that we and our
ranges be protected from the evil doers among them, like she who slew True Stalker and his human, and
they have taught us many things we would never have known without them. Surely we need fear them no
longer!>

<You might be right,> Sings Truly replied. <But once the shell of that nut is cracked, the People will
never be able to put the kernel back inside it. And never forget, Seeker of Dreams, that like the People,
humans are hunters. And like the People, there are good and bad among them. We have observed that
the good outnumber the bad, and that the rules made by their elders—their "kings" and "queens," as they
call them—have been mostly good ones. But many of those rules are strange and confusing to us, for
they deal with concepts and possibilities we do not understand. And never forget, youngling, that the
reason those rules are required is to prevent the bad among them from doing wicked things, or that the
power of their tools and all the many devices they possess and the things they know make them more
dangerous to the People than any death fang. Even those who would never hurt one of the People on
purpose could easily do so by accident.

<All of that is true, and reason enough for caution, but consider also this. Even among the People, a clan
is wary of those who may pose a threat to it. There have been fights between clans over ranges and
nesting places. We are not proud of it, but we know it happens, even as we know there are occasions
when one of the People deliberately kills another out of hatred or anger or greed—even love . . . and
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especially out of fear. The same is true among humans, but so long as they do not think we are as clever
as they, they will not see us as a threat. Indeed, their elders see us all as younglings, to be protected and
nurtured, and we encourage them in that. Perhaps we cannot taste their thoughts, nor they ours, not even
the ones like Darkness Foe or Death Fang's Bane, yet the bond is there, and though they may not taste
as we taste, still something within them seems to sense us, whether they know or not, when we turn all
our will and skill to reaching them.

<And this one thing all of the People who have bonded with humans do, Seeker of Dreams: they ask
their humans to keep our secret. We do not seek to compel or to deceive into doing as we wish, for it
would be an evil thing to whisper orders into the ear of one who trusts us in a voice he does not know
even exists. We but ask, as Climbs Quickly asked Death Fang's Bane and as Swift Striker asked
Darkness Foe, and we do not know if they hear us even in their dreams, yet so far all have kept our
secret. And so their elders continue to debate our cleverness, and to protect us, and do not see us as a
threat. But those things could change, and I would not have us risk that change until we have built
sufficient bonds as bridges between us that the humans know we are no threat and will never be one.>

<But has not that day already come?>

<As I say, I do not know the answer to that question, but my heart says no, Seeker of Dreams. There
are so few among the People who can and will bond to the humans, and humans live such short lives. I
know of no more than five triple-hands of hands of People who are presently bonded to humans. That is
not many against all the numbers of humans on this world . . . and so far, all of the People to bond have
done so here, on this world. Less than a single hand of us have been to any of the other worlds the
humans own, and there are so many humans. Those of the People who have bonded tell tales of world
upon world, hands of hands of hands of them. And of all those worlds, our humans claim only three. We
do not understand how their clans and those of all those other worlds meet and communicate, or how
they resolve differences, but we know there is much contact between their worlds . . . and that not all
humans regard us as our humans do.

<No, Seeker of Dreams. There is too much we do not yet know or understand. Bright Water's elders
were wrong to oppose Climbs Quickly's bond with Death Fang's Bane, yet there was also wisdom in
their caution. We have begun the task of building our bridge to the humans, and the work goes well, if
slowly. Yet the bridge remains fragile still, and will for many more turnings. Let us not race out onto the
branch only to discover it will not yet bear our weight, kitten. Do you agree, o—> a devilish gleam of
humor flickered in her mind glow <—must I . . . convince you to see this as I see it?>

<Ah, no, Memory Singer,>Seeker of Dreams said very carefully.

<Good. In that case, let us consider instead how best to convince your elders to agree gracefully to that
which you desire.>

Three

Princess Adrienne sat with her feet tucked up under her in the armchair in her suite aboard HMSKing
Roger I while she gazed sightlessly out the armorplast view port. The suite's dimmed lights made the
star-spangled view still more glorious, yet she scarcely even noticed it as her mind drifted through
channels which had become far too well worn.
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She'd always disliked the names tradition insisted upon hanging on each new royal yacht. This one, for
example. It sounded . . . arrogant to name a ship after her own great-great-great-grandfather. Of course,
the choice hadn't been made by the royal family—the Navy had picked the name when the Admiralty
built theRoger as its predecessor's replacement—and no oneelse seemed to object. But she couldn't help
it.

Maybe it's just because he was King, and Daddy is King, and I don't want to be Queen, but they're
going to make me. I ought to just let them crown me, then abdicate. That'd fix them all!

She toyed with the notion, visualizing the consternation. The fact that she was an only child and that her
widower father had steadfastly refused to remarry had always made the political establishment nervous
about the succession. It wasn't as if she didn't have a dozen cousins in varying degrees who could step
into the breach, but the Star Kingdom's population had developed an almost frightening veneration for the
House of Winton . . . and she was the last member of the family's senior branch.

Of course, I've read great-great-grandmother's personal journals, she thought. That has to make a
difference in how much veneration I feel for the monarchy. I wonder how many people realize the Crown
was supposed to be mostly a figurehead? A puppet for the House of Lords? Well, they got more than
they figured on with Grandma Beth!

She grinned, but then the grin faded as she remembered what her ancestress' successful Constitution
building had dumped on her own plate. Damn it! She was sure there were thousands of people simply
dying to be King or Queen! Why couldn't she just pick one of them and pass the job to someone who
actually wanted it?

She sighed and picked a bit of fluff off her bathrobe. She held it up on her opened palm, then puffed a
breath of air at it and watched it sail off into the unknown. She lost sight of it almost instantly in the dimly
lit cabin, and a sudden spasm of hurt lashed her as it brought back another day when a ten-year-old
Adrienne had watched her mother's ship depart HMSHephaestus for Gryphon. She'd been supposed to
accompany the Queen Consort, but something had come up. Some minor detail which had derailed her
own schedule. And so she'd simply accompanied her mother up to the space station to wave goodbye
and then watched the yacht—that one had been namedQueen Elizabeth [ —until it vanished into the
immensity of space, just as the bit of fluff had vanished.

And like the bit of fluff, she had never seen it—or her mother—again.

She bit her lip hard, as much in anger for letting memory ambush her as in anguish at reliving it, and
forced it down, down into the deep places in her mind. It subsided sullenly, like a hungry neoshark,
sinking back into the shadows but never truly gone. She felt it there, circling at the core of her, waiting for
another opportunity to erupt from the depths and rend her afresh. And it would attack again. She knew it
would.

She drew a deep breath and shoved her hands into the pockets of her robe, and then, slowly, she forced
herself to relax and draw happier memories to the surface. Memories of her mother before her death . . .
of her father before her mother's death.

A great many people had been astonished when Crown Prince Roger wedded Solange Chabala. Not by
the fact that she wasn't a noblewoman, for the Constitution specifically required the Heir to marry a
commoner, but rather because she was so . . . well,p/ain . With all the Crown's subjects to choose from,
surely Prince Roger (who possessed the Winton handsomeness in full measure) could have picked
someone who stood more than a hundred and fifty-one centimeters and had a face that was more than
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merely . . . comfortable looking. Oh, in the proper lighting little Princess Solange could pass for pretty,
but she'd been undeniably plump, and she'd never managed to cultivate the air of boredom which was
any proper aristocrat's birthright. Instead, she'dbustled , and she'd smiled incessantly, and she'd always
beendoing something, and somehow, without anyone's realizing it was happening, she had gathered the
entire Star Kingdom to her heart and it had discovered that, without quite knowing how, it had learned to
love her.

As Adrienne had. And her father. Indeed, King Roger had adored his Queen, and she had exercised a
profound impact upon him. In his youth, Prince Roger had been the darling of the Liberals and the
despair of his parents, for he'd been strongly attracted to the assertion that monarchies were obsolete.
That argument had been around almost since the beginning of the Star Kingdom, of course, but in the last
thirty or forty T-years the Liberal 'faxes had begun pointing to the growing Republic of Haven and its
daughter colonies as the way of the future. Not even the discovery of the Manticore Wormhole Junction
forty-five T-years before Adrienne's birth seemed likely to allow the Star Kingdom to close the vast gap
in wealth and power between it and the Republic, and "the dead hand of monarchy" had been a favorite
Liberal explanation for why that was so. For herself, Adrienne had been impressed by the fact that none
of the Liberal Party's aristocratic members had ever been heard to comment on "the dead hand of the
nobility " or to offer up their own privilege and wealth upon the altar of economic equality, universal
suffrage, and democracy. But Roger had found much of the Liberal platform very appealing, although he
hadn't quite known what to do about the Liberal notion that the monarchy, as the first, most fundamental
barrier to the implementation of their sweeping changes, must be removed.

Until Princess Solange arrived, that was. Even now, with all the hurt and all the pain since, Adrienne had
to smile whenever she thought of how her mother's impact had shaken Manticoran political circles. She
was energetic, kind, caring, cheerful . . . and implacable as a Sphinx glacier. Her Gryphon yeoman
background had gifted her with a sturdy sense of independence, a fundamental distrust of aristocrats who
kept talking about how much they wanted to "help the common man," and a deep sense of trust in the
monarchy. It never occurred to her that the Crown might be anything but the commoners' natural ally
against the wealth and power of the aristocracy—whether that aristocracy described itself as Liberal,
Conservative, or Reactionary—and she went through Mount Royal Palace like a hurricane of fresh air.

Those had been the good years, Adrienne thought now. The years when her mother and father had been
a team. When first Princess and then Queen Consort Solange had convinced her husband to stop
dabbling with theories of social engineering and get down to the pragmatic task of making the monarchy
work to produce the things he'd longed to give his subjects. Adrienne could still remember childhood
nights, sitting at the dinner table with her parents while she listened to them stripping the bones out of one
problem after another, analyzing them, coming up with strategies. She'd been too young to understand
what they were trying to accomplish, but she'd felt their energy and vibrancy, the gusto with which they
tackled the job, and she'd known even then that it had beenboth her parents. That her father was the
strategist and the planner, but that her mother was the power plant that drove the machine and the warm,
caring heart which had become her husband's moral compass.

And then, just before Adrienne's eleventh birthday,Queen Elizabeth 's inertial compensator had failed
under power.

She had been pulling close to four hundred gravities when it happened. There had been no survivors,
and the derelict ship, manned only by the dead, had attained a velocity of over .9¢ before anyone could
intercept it. Queen Elizabeth had been traveling at that speed when she struck a tiny lump of
matter—Iater estimates were that it was probably no more than a couple of cubic meters in volume. Her
over-stressed particle shielding had already failed, not that it would have done much good at her final
velocity even if it had functioned perfectly. The explosion had been visible to the naked eye throughout
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most of the Manticore Binary System, if one knew where to look.

Roger II had known where to look. He'd stood on a balcony of Mount Royal Palace and watched the
searing flash of his wife's funeral pyre without so much as a single tear . . . and he had never wept for her
since.

But the man who had come back inside from that balcony never smiled, never raised his voice in anger
or laughter, either. He might as well have been a machine, and all that mattered to the machine was the
power of the greater machine he ran. All of the tactics he and Queen Solange had worked out were at his
fingertips, and he used them ruthlessly, yet the heart had been cut out of him with his wife. He remained
scrupulously fair and puritanically honest, but there was no laughter, no joy. No room for humanity,
because humanity hurt. It was better to be the machine running the machine, to lose himself utterly in
providing his subjects with efficient government, however cold and unfeeling, than to risk feeling anything
ever again.

And the one creature the machine had feared most in all the universe was a small, slender child who had
just lost her mother. For that child could havemade him feel again, could have dragged him back to face
his agony, and so he'd used the press of his duties, and the formality of palace etiquette, and the need for
tutors to teach her all the things she had to know, as excuses to hide from her. He'd pushed her away,
fought to crush her into some sort of mold that would squash out the perfect automated successor for a
machine which had once been a man. She was his heir, his replacement part, and that was all he dared let
her ever be, lest she, too, die and wound him all over again.

She hadn't understood, of course. All she'd known was that when she'd needed her father most, he had
deserted her. And because she was her mother's child, and because she'd loved him so much, she had
reasoned that the fault must be hers and not his. That she must have done something to drive him away.

That logic had almost destroyed her—wouldhave destroyed her but for the fact that shewas Queen
Solange's daughter. Her mother had been loving, but she had been equally and unflinchingly honest, and
she had imbued her daughter with both those qualities. It took almost two T-years for Adrienne to realize
what had actually happened—to recognize that her father had shut her out because of the damage he'd
taken from her mother's death, not because of anything she had done. And in at least one sense, she'd
realized it too late. Not too late to save herself, but too late to forgive her father.

She understood—now—what he'd done. She even understood why, and that his present cold, uncaring
persona sprang out of how deeply he'd once allowed himself to love. But she also understood that
countless other people had lost beloved wives or husbands or children and managed, somehow, to
remain more than reasonably functional pieces of machinery. And she understood her father's selfishness,
his inability to look beyondhis hurt andhis loss andhis pain to the daughter he still had or to realize that
his actions had deprived her of her father, as well as her mother.

He'd been a coward. He hadn't loved her enough to be there for her. That was what she could not
forgive him for. A part of her kept insisting she was wrong to be so harsh. Some people were stronger
than others, and he'd pushed her aside out of pain, not cruelty. But it didn't matter, and she wondered
sometimes how much of the anger and the fury she felt for him was her way of sublimating her own
anguish at her mother's death, as if she could somehow subtly blame him fora// her pain if she only tried
hard enough.

Now she sighed and closed her eyes wearily.

Someday Daddy and I are simply going to have to reconcile, for the Kingdom's sake, if nothing else! I
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just wish I knew how we can possibly do it. And I suppose that if I'm going to be honest, this little
excursion to Twin Forks isn't going to help matters.

She grimaced again. For the last ten T-years, her father's one ambition had been to make the Crown
truly supreme, and he'd devoted all his formidable ability and obsessive energy to that task. Adrienne had
no doubt that Roger Il would go down in history as second only to Elizabeth I among the builders of the
Manticoran monarchy, and she knew many traditional power groups were dismayed by how his reforms
had pruned and chopped away at their ability to influence policy. Several had attempted to resist their
systematic emasculation, but none had been able to defy the avalanche named Roger II.

Except one. The Sphinx Forestry Service had one tremendous advantage over every other
independently-minded bureau upon which Roger had directed the force of his will: a direct Constitutional
commission. The Ninth Amendment specifically recognized the treecats as the native sentient species of
Sphinx, guaranteed their corporate title to over a third of the planet's land area in perpetuity, and
expressly required the Forestry Service to act as the 'cats' legal guardians, advocates, and
representatives. The Crown had the right to name the head of the Service, but only with the advice and
consent of the House of Lords, and the Lords had long since realized how the wind set in Mount Royal
Palace. They'd begun to fight back against the reduction of their own prerogatives with every weapon at
their disposal, including a stubborn refusal to consent in the appointment of a suitably obedient SFS chief
who would run the Service the way Roger wanted it run.

That alone would have been enough to focus his cold, unforgiving ire on the Service, but he also found it
an intolerable insult that a full third of Sphinx—all of which had originally been Crown land—had been
placed forever beyond his reach. To make things worse, much of that land held vast, untouched mineral
deposits. The ability to confer those lands on allies in the Lords—or in the House of Commons—would
have been an enormously potent weapon, and the man who had become totally committed to the
supremacy of the Crown hated the 'cats for depriving him of it.

Which is foolish, Adrienne thought. No, be honest—it's downright stupid! He's still got most of the
Unicorn Belt and all the Gorgon Belt over in Manticore-B, and that doesn't even mention the better part
of thirty-seven moons, or the Crown lands he still does have on Sphinx. Plus Gryphon and even
Manticore! For that matter, most people would prefer an asteroid grant, because it's so much cheaper to
work asteroids than an old-fashioned, dirtside mine. But I don't suppose anyone ever said obsessions
have to make sense, and Daddy has more than enough of those to go around.

She sighed sadly and pushed up out of her chair.King Roger was due to depart for Sphinx in six hours,
and she needed to get some sleep before their arrival. Besides, sitting here and rehashing all the things
which had gone wrong in her life in the last ten T-years was pointless—and so was indulging herself in an
orgy of "poor little princess" misery. Her mother had always told her the universe was the way the
universe was, and that all anyone could do was deal with it as she found it.

Of course, Mom was always figuring out ways to suck the universe into doing what she wanted . . . and
she usually found one when she needed it, too. She smiled wearily and stepped into her sleeping cabin
and unbelted her robe. I wonder what she'd think of my subterfuge with my itinerary? She'd probably be
pissed at me for using it as a way to tick Daddy off, but maybe not. One thing I know for certain: she'd
be pissed as hell at him for the way he's acted since her death, so maybe she wouldn't be so mad at me
after all.

I hope not, anyway.

Crown Princess Adrienne slipped into bed, waved the lights out, and settled down into her pillows, and
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deep inside her, where she could scarcely hear them any more, the tears of a lonely little girl fell into the
silence.

Four

"I don't like it."
"Younever like it, Henry. That's why I work with you."

"Huh?" Henry Thoreau's face wrinkled in puzzlement, an expression which made him look even more
like one of the genetically enhanced buffalo being experimentally introduced to Gryphon. He stood a full
two meters in height, with a broad, meaty face remarkable for its extreme plainness, whereas Jean-Marc
Krogman was a small, sleek whippet of a man. Krogman was also the more intelligent of the two, but
that very intelligence prevented him from underestimating Thoreau. The bigger man was no genius, but
neither was he stupid . . . and hewas pragmatic, with good instincts, and very, very good at what he did.

"You never like it," Krogman repeated now, "whatever the job. But that's good. It's what keeps you on
your toes and makes you so good at spotting potential problems before they bite us on the ass."

"Oh." Thoreau rubbed his nose while he considered that, then shrugged. "So fine. That means you should
listen to me. And I'm telling you that this one is too high profile. We try to pull it off, and we'd better plan
on migrating to some neobarb colony no one ever heard of and staying there for good, 'cause there sure
as hell ain't gonna be a hole deep enough to hide in here! And I don't know about you, Jean-Marc, but I
kinda like it here. 'Specially compared to someplace like Old Earth or Beowulf," he added pointedly.

"As do I," Krogman agreed. "Nor do I have any intention of leaving. But in this instance, I think the
prominence of the mark makes you unduly nervous. And it would be . . . unwise to change our minds this
late in the game. Our client would take a dim view of that, you know." He cocked a quizzical eyebrow at
Thoreau, and after a moment the big man nodded glumly. "Besides, the pieces are all in position, and our
weapon has been thoroughly prepped, if I say so myself. No, Henry. It doesn't matter how high profile
the job is when the work is properly planned and executed. We can get to her and get away clean. After
all," he smiled thinly, "it's been done before."

"Ha! I've heard the rumors, too, and that's all they are. No way in hell that was a hit!"

"Oh?" Krogman cocked his head, and his eyes glinted. ""You think not? Then tell me this—how many
other inertial compensators have failed in the last ten T-years?"

"Huh?" Thoreau rubbed his nose again, then shrugged irritably. "How the hell should I know?"
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"A fair question," Krogman conceded. "The numbers are scarcely a matter of general interest, and some
research would be required to discover them. But unlike you, I've looked into it—a matter of
professional curiosity, you understand—and the answer is none. Not a single compensator has failed
aboard a single Manticoran vessel since theQueen Elizabeth 's. Don't you find it just a little odd that the
only ship to suffer complete and catastrophic compensator failure in all that time also happened to be the
single most carefully maintained vessel in the entire Star Kingdom?"

"I guess it does sound funny, put that way," Thoreau admitted after a moment.

"Indeed it does," Krogman said with another smile, "and I wonder how it was managed? Of course,
whoever pulled it off was also far luckier than anyone has any right to plan for. He couldn't possibly have
counted on having the ship blow itself—and any evidence—the hell up. But I'll guarantee you that anyone
who could get to the royal yacht's compensator would have set up a defense in depth that would have
held even if someone had managed to intercept the ship and bring it back intact."

"That's a pretty big supposition," Thoreau pointed out.

"Maybe. On the other hand, I've got a strong suspicion that the people who hired us were behind that hit
as well. And that they're connected pretty damned high up at Court, too." Thoreau raised an eyebrow,
and the smaller man shrugged. "It's exactly the same MO, Henry. Rather than attack the King
directly—and maybe start someone looking for high-placed conspirators who might profit equally directly
from his demise—they go after targets that attack him only obliquely. Hmm. . . ."

He leaned back in his chair, thinking hard while summer Sphinx sunlight spilled over the street-side cafe.

"I wonder," he murmured at last. "Do they only want to cripple him? To derail this passion of his for
making the Crown supreme? Or will they go for him directly later?"

"If they want him diverted, then they weren't as smart as they thought the first time around—assuming
what happened to theQueen Elizabeth really was a hit—now were they?" Thoreau snorted. "Sure, they
got the Queen, but he's only been an even bigger pain in the ass for anybody else who wants a slice of
the pie since she died."

"To the contrary, Henry. They were smart enough; they just hadn't counted on how much it would hurt
him, and they got a bad case of overkill." Thoreau frowned, and Krogman shrugged. "Think about it. If
someone did sabotage the ship to cripple the King, they succeeded. They simply didn't cripple him in the
way they'd anticipated. Instead of abandoning government while he tried to put his private life back
together, he totally buried himself in his work to avoid the wreckage of his private life. Given how much
he and his wife both loved their daughter, I would've made the same call and expected him to bury
himself in thekid , instead."

"And you would've been wrong," Thoreau said with a certain satisfaction, and Krogman grinned. His
towering partner seldom got a chance to point out errors on his part, especially in matters psychological,
and Thoreau enjoyed the rare opportunities to gloat. Not that Thoreau was foolish enough towant
Krogman to make mistakes, which was one reason Krogman was amused rather than irritated by the big
man's gloating.

"I would've been wrong," he conceded. "But I don't think he'll be able to just keep going if he loses the
kid now. Oh, no. If anything happens to the Heir, everything he's been avoiding since his wife's death will
jump up and go straight for his throat, Henry. I'm as sure of that as I am that we're sitting here right now.
But is that what they want, or will they go after him directly while he and his security people are still
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reeling?"

"If they do, then they can damned well find someone else for the job!" Thoreau said bluntly. "And that
goes for you, too, Jean-Marc! I've done some risky things with you, but I amnot going after the frigging
King of frigging Manticore!"

"No one's asking you to," Krogman soothed. "But itwould make sense, wouldn't it? I mean, if they
wanted to manipulate the succession." His eyes took on a faraway expression, and he pursed his lips.
"Everyone thinks what happened toQueen Elizabeth was an accident,”" he mused. "Well, everyone but
the PGS and the King's Own, at least, and even they probably lean that way. And if things work right,
everyone'll think what happens to the Heir is the work of a lone madman. Security for the King will
tighten up, sure, but I wonder if anyone else has considered how removing his wife prevented him from
producing any other heirs while removing his daughter will eliminate the only heir he has. Which means
that if they eliminatehim , why, the direct line of Winton will go—pouf!"

He snapped his fingers, and Thoreau twitched uncomfortably. He looked around the cafe quickly,
suddenly nervous about listening ears. But it was early, they sat alone in a sea of empty tables still
awaiting the normal lunch rush, and neither of them had been foolish enough to raise his voice. Besides,
he'd swept for bugs himself, and neither he nor Krogman had any sort of criminal record to attract official
attention. Or not, at least, here in the Star Kingdom and under the names of Thoreau and Krogman.

None of which made him any happier about Krogman's speculations. The possibility that someone might
have managed to sneak a bug in on them despite his best efforts was bad enough, but his partner's
musings were frightening. People in their line of work became dangerous when they knew too much . . .
and their employers became dangerous tothem when those employers onlythought they knew too much.
Besides, he'd heard that same note from Krogman before, and it usually indicated that the other man was
mentally prospecting for fresh opportunities. Which was a good thing, most of the time, but would be a
decidedlybad thing if it got them any deeper into some kind of plot aimed at toppling the monarchy
outright.

"Yeah, well, maybe you're right about all that, Jean-Marc," he said, "and maybe you aren't. But what
we've got to worry about is the operation we signed on for, and I'd feel a hell of a lot better if we already
had her real itinerary."

"All we can do is all we can do," Krogman replied with a philosophical shrug. "We told them they'd have
to provide us with the intel to get our boy into position, and they agreed. So if they don't get us the word
this time, then we wait for the next time she comes out where we can get at her. Either that, or they find
themselves another team."

"I don't much likethat thought, either," Thoreau muttered, and Krogman quirked an eyebrow. "The
thought of their finding another team," the big man amplified. "I mean, what if they've already lined up
somebody to popus right after we pop her? Kinda tie up the loose ends real quick, just in case?"

"A thought," Krogman murmured, and there was a gleam of respect in his eyes as he regarded his
partner. In point of fact, Krogman had already considered that possibility, but the fact that Thoreau had
also pondered it gave it additional point.

Of course, that's always a part of the game, isn't it? And our "clients" know that we know that they
know that we know it. So if I were the people we're working for, and if I were as smart as I've been
giving them credit for being, would I also be smart enough to know that people like me always cover our
asses? Or would I be smart enough to figure out a way to pop me and get away with it no matter how
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thoroughly I've covered my ass?

He smiled dreamily at the thought.

"Here! Take it and get the hell out of my life!" the uniformed woman hissed, and threw the data chip
viciously at the elegantly groomed man. They stood between towering banks of Terran thododendron in
Mount Royal Palace's Grand Garden, atop the hill overlooking the city of Landing, and Manticore-A
hung on the western horizon. The cool breezes of evening sighed in the glossy green leaves, and the
shadows were dense enough to blur their features, but the insignia of a commander in the Royal
Manticoran Navy glittered on the woman's collar.

"Now, now, Anna!" The elegant man caught the chip with negligent grace. "That's no way to talk to
someone who's paid you so well for your services."

"Paid? You call itpaid? " The commander sounded strangled, and her fisted hand quivered at her side. "I
never took a goddamnedcent from you!"

"Ah? Well, I suppose not," the elegant man agreed. "But there are other commodities than money, aren't
there, Anna? Like silence. Yes," he mused, "silence can be quite valuable, can't it? Especially when it
keeps someone like you in the service of the Crown rather than buried on a prison asteroid somewhere.
Or possibly just buried, if the court-martial happened to feel particularly vindictive. Normal bribes and
contractor kickbacks are one thing, after all, but when substitution of substandard materials leads to the
deaths of—what was it?Sixty of your fellow Navy personnel? Well—"

He clicked his tongue and shrugged, and the woman physically twitched with the rage boiling through
her. But he was right, damn him! All he had to do was drop a hint in the right ear, and her career, her
freedom, and quite possibly her life would be over.

But the smartass bastard's overlooked the flip side of the coin, she thought savagely. Sure, he can wreck
my life. But I can do the same for him, too, and if I turn King's Evidence to nail a damned duke for
treason, they just might let me walk, too!

The thought helped steady her, and she drew a deep, hissing breath.

"You've got your information," she said flatly, "and I hope it doesn't do you a damned bit of good./ sure
couldn't break the encrypt."

"Just as long as it's the right file." The elegant man's voice was no longer lazy, and the woman felt a
sudden flicker of fear at its sudden coldness.

"It's the one you asked for—that's all I can tell you," she said. "That's allanybody could tell you about a
Blue File without the encrypt key."

The elegant man seemed to consider that, then nodded slowly, and she relaxed a bit at the evidence that
he meant to be at least a little reasonable. Blue Files were the most closely held of all military data. Their
encryption programs were the best in the Star Kingdom, and their file designations were randomly
generated strings of letters and numbers to avoid names which might offer any possible clue as to their
contents. All the commander knew was that this particular file had been designated as "A1108G7Q23,"
and that she had pulled it out of the files of the King's Own Regiment. And, frankly, that was all she
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wanted to know about it.

"Then I suppose I'll just have to find myself a key," the elegant man said, and smiled. "You wouldn't
happen to know where I could find one, would you, Anna?"

"No, [ wouldn't," she said shortly.

"A pity. Ah, well. Thank you ever so much for your assistance. If I should need any other small favors,
I'll be in touch."

He raised one hand and twiddled its fingers in a dismissive, shooing gesture, and she clenched her jaw.
But she also made herself turn obediently and leave.

Let the prick enjoy himself for now, she told herself venomously. I'm just about ready to put the blocks
to his ass.

She smiled thinly into the gathering evening gloom at the thought. It was risky, and she'd implicated
herself hopelessly if anyone else ever found it, but the file she'd put together on all her "patron's" demands
over the years was just about thick enough.

Another few months,she thought, nodding a brusque salute to the sentry outside Mount Royal's Lion
Gate, and turned to her left, stalking down the pedestrian mall with a long, angry stride.

Just a few more demands like tonight, and it'll be enough to take to Justice and barter for a pass on the
bribery charges. Hell, I'll even settle for five-to-ten in a cell if it lets me take the son-of-a-bitch down with
me!

Commander Anna Marquette, senior military aide to the Second Lord of the Manticoran Admiralty,
never noticed the dark-haired woman behind her. There was no reason she should have, for the stranger
had mastered the art of unobtrusiveness. It was, in fact, her stock in trade, and she moved through the
sparse, evening foot traffic as if she wore a cloak of invisibility, making no more impression than the
breeze itself on anyone who saw her—or, rather,didn 't quite see her—as she drifted along behind
Marquette.

As a matter of fact, the commander mused as she made the familiar turn to cut through Eminger Park,
maybe I shouldn't wait even another month. I don't know what the damned file he wanted was all about,
but it was a Blue File. That means someone sure as hell thought whatever's in it was important enough to
bury deep, and if that's true, then—

The unobtrusive woman touched a button in her pocket, activating the contact lens in her left eye. An
illuminated display which only she could see appeared to float before her, and she felt a glow of
satisfaction as she carefully checked its icons. The closest thermal signature was fifteen meters in front of
the target, and there was no one behind them for at least eighty meters. That was more than enough for
her purposes, and she smiled slightly. The target's habit of taking the same route from the Palace back to
Admiralty House every single time had made planning ever so much simpler.

Her left hand made a peculiar little twisting gesture, and a small gray tube, cross section thinner than a
drinking straw, slid into her hand as she took three larger strides and closed the distance to the
commander. One more stride to her left, and her right shoulder jostled Marquette ever so lightly as she
stepped past her. The officer's head snapped around, eyebrows rising in surprise at the sudden contact,
for she'd never suspected that anyone was behind her.
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Perfect, the unobtrusive woman thought.

"Oh, I'm so sorry!" she apologized, and her left hand came up. Marquette didn't see it until the last
instant, and even then, no warning bells rang until the gray tube hissed and sent an invisible burst of
precisely designed nanotech biochines straight up her nostrils. She heard the sound, then, and her eyes
began to widen in shock, but she never felt a thing . . . until the terrible, utterly incapacitating agony as the
tiny machines created what all but the very closest of autopsies would insist was a natural cerebral
hemorrhage.

The unobtrusive woman didn't even pause as the commander went down in a boneless heap. There was
no need. Her nannies had already done their jobs; now they were busy dissolving into odds and ends of
"blood protein" that would pass any scientific examination. They would even have the right genetic
markers, because the biolab which had built them had been provided with tissue samples from the
target's BuMed records to use for building blocks.

Confident in the quality of her own work, the assassin neither shortened nor lengthened her stride. She
simply walked away, like any other stroller in the park, without even a smile to betray her satisfaction
with a job well done.

"You're certain you got all of it?" the elegant man asked.

"Positive, My Lord," the man in the Palace Guard Service uniform assured him. "The hard copy was
exactly where we thought it would be, and I vacuumed every bit of it out of her electronic system, as
well. It's gone. Or, at least, if it still exists anywhere, no one else will ever be able to find it if7 can't.”

The elegant man frowned ever so slightly at that, for he hated qualifiers. On the other hand, his minion
had a habit of succeeding at even the most difficult tasks. He also had the reach and the avenues of
information, both official and private, to make good on his boast. And truth to tell, it was better to work
with people forthright enough to make qualifying admissions rather than promise more than they could
truly deliver.

The PGS man only stood there, gazing calmly at his employer, as if he knew precisely what thoughts
were flowing through this mind, and the elegant man smiled.

"Excellent. I won't forget this," he promised, and walked away with a nod.

Five

<See over there? To the right?>
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Seeker of Dreams looked in the indicated direction as he and Leaf Stalker paused in the fork of a tree.
The Bright Water hunter had volunteered to escort Seeker of Dreams to the gathering place of the
humans who watched over the People, and Seeker of Dreams appreciated his kindness. The other's
mind glow told him they were kindred souls, but though Leaf Stalker felt a sort of wistful envy of his
quest, the hunter did not share it. He knew more of humans than many of the People, and he spoke often
with the People who had bonded with them, yet he lacked that need, that urgent hunger to seek out the
human mind glow, which drove Seeker of Dreams.

And he is wise not to seek the bond without it,Seeker of Dreams thought, and it was his turn to feel a
wistful envy, for Sings Truly was correct. Only one driven by a need he could neither master nor resist
would choose the path he had, for hewas young. It was almost certain that the dream he sought would
send him to his death before half his allotted turnings were sped, and he felt a sharp flicker of sorrow for
all the other things he would never see and experience. As Leaf Stalker did not share his own quest, so
Seeker of Dreams would not share the slow, sweet turnings—the mate and kittens, the snow times, and
mud times, and green, drowsy times—that the hunter would know.

<Do you see it?>Leaf Stalker asked again, and Seeker of Dreams looked more carefully, then flicked
his ears in assent. They were too distant to make out many details, but a straight, sharp edge of green,
darker than the leaves about them, stood out against a bright patch of sky, and something about it
prodded at his memory. Not of anything he had ever seen with his eyes, but of something from the
memory songs. . . .

<lIt is the roof of the central nest of Death Fang's Bane's Clan's range,> Leaf Stalker told him almost
reverently.

<Truly?>

<Truly. I come here often—sometimes I have spent full days watching over them.> The hunter sighed,
and flicked his tail in perplexity. <Yet there remain so many things I do not understand at all, or
understand only a little, as a kitten might. Even those who have bonded find much about the
two-legs—the humans—impossible to comprehend. They embrace many concepts so strange to us that
not even those who have learned the meanings of their mouth sounds can explain them to us. They try,
and with each turning we creep a little closer to the quarry of knowledge, yet I often think we will never
truly understand the two-legs. Perhaps—> the hunter turned his head to gaze directly at Seeker of
Dreams <—you will prove my fear unfounded. I hope you may, Seeker of Dreams.>

<I will certainly try, Leaf Stalker,>Seeker of Dreams promised almost humbly, and Leaf Stalker
bleeked a quiet laugh.

<Only taste our mind glows, little brother! Here we cling, like two decrepit old elders peering into the
future! Come! I will race you to the river, and we will let the future see to itself. After all—> the hunter
was already streaking down the picket wood branch, but his laughing mind voice carried clearly <—the
future always does!>

"Istill don't like it," Henry Thoreau muttered, but this time he was careful to keep his voice so low not
even Krogman could have heard it—had he been there. Which he wasn't. The big man snorted at the
thought, for it was far too late to be worrying over what he liked or disliked. An ancient proverb about
burning bridges flickered through his brain, but he paid it scant heed. He had no attention to spare from
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his present occupation.

No one looking at him would have guessed his nerves were twisted cable tight as he sat on the public
bench and scanned a hardcopy newsfax. The remains of a simple but tasty lunch from a vendor at the
corner lay on the table before him, along with a tall glass of lemonade, and he casually checked his watch
as he turned a 'fax page.

The shady park adjacent to the Sphinx Forestry Service's HQ was a pleasant place for a leisurely lunch,
but it was unusually well occupied today, for news of Crown Princess Adrienne's visit had been released
to the public four hours ago. Many of Twin Forks' citizens had opted to take a long lunch break, and
people from outlying freeholds had begun arriving over an hour ago. City work crews were supervising a
small fleet of remotes as the bustling mechanisms rapidly assembled bleachers from which the Star
Kingdom's subjects could gain an even better view of their future monarch and hear the address her
speech writers had undoubtedly prepared for her, but for now the park just outside the SFS's perimeter
fence was attracting most of the waiting bodies.

Thoreau allowed himself a mental grimace, though no sign of it touched his face, and wondered whether
he was more reassured or worried that their client had, indeed, managed to get them the Princess'
accurate itinerary. On the one hand, the information had been invaluable. On the other, the fact that their
employer had the reach to get his hands on data that closely held spoke ominous volumes about his
capabilities in general. After all, if someone who could put this all together decided to get rid of any
liabilities—

Stop that! he told himself sharply. Jean-Marc's made the arrangements, just like he always does. If
anything happens to us, the shit will hit the fan big time when his insurance policy dumps into the public
data net.

Sure it would. Of course, Thoreau suspected he and Krogman would take little personal satisfaction
from the repercussions of their joint demise, but that wasn't exactly the point. And in the meantime, he
had a job to do.

On the surface of it, it was a simple and rather pointless task, particularly for one with his skills in the
efficient application of violence. But well-honed as those skills were, he would not need them today, for
he had a single, unique qualification for his present task: anonymity. Despite a checkered past in certain
other jurisdictions and under other names, his record was squeaky clean in the Star Kingdom of
Manticore. That—and the bright red handkerchief in his breast pocket—was all he had . . . and, thanks
to the skills Krogman brought to their partnership, it was all he needed to assassinate the Heir.

"Welcome to SFS, Your Highness." The tall, red-haired man in the green and brown uniform of the
Sphinx Forestry Service bowed as Adrienne stepped from the air car. His beret bore the Star Kingdom's
rampant Manticore, but the patch on the right shoulder of his tunic showed the silhouette of a treecat, and
the single golden star of a lieutenant general on his collar marked him as General William MacClintock,
the SFS's commanding officer and current head of the Forestry Service Board.

Adrienne held out her hand and smiled the smile she'd been trained to produce since childhood, but it
was harder than usual as the six-limbed, prick-eared, cream-and-gray creature on MacClintock's
shoulder gazed at her with bright, curious green eyes. She gripped the general's hand firmly, but even
though she knew it was rude, her eyes were on the fascinating, graceful treecat, and she heard a soft
chuckle from the SFS's CO.
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She'd seen video of treecats, of course, but it wasn't the same at all, for the imagery simply couldn't have
prepared her for the reality's alert gaze or the crackling sense of intelligence it seemed to project straight
into her brain.

The 'cat measured perhaps a meter and a half from the tip of its sharp muzzle to the end of the silky tail
that hung down MacClintock's back. Although the long, lean body looked bulkier than it actually was
thanks to its luxurious coat of fur, she could see why some people described its species as a six-limbed
first-cousin of an Old Terran weasel or ferret. But that description had never really seemed accurate to
her before, and now that she'd actually seen a 'cat with her own eyes, it seemed even less so. Oh, there
was more than a touch of the weasel in that sinuous body, but it actually reminded her more strongly of
images she'd seen of an Old Earth creature called a lemur . . . aside, of course, from the undeniably
"feline" head and ears.

The impressions cascaded through her, and then the 'cat flipped its ears and bleeked politely at her, and
General MacClintock chuckled even more loudly.

"I think Dunatis just welcomed you as well, Your Highness," he said, and Adrienne pulled her attention
from the 'cat to raise an eyebrow at him.

" 'Dunatis'?" she repeated.

"The Celtic god of mountains, Your Highness." MacClintock shrugged with a smile. "Given that his clan
makes its home up in the Copperwalls, it seemed appropriate. Although if I'd known him better when we
met, [ think I might have settled on a god with a lower sense of humor. Or maybe a taste for arranging
minor catastrophes!"

"I see." Adrienne smiled back. "I've read quite a bit about treecats, and I rather got the impression most
of them have senses of humor. I think that's one of the things that makes them most fascinating to
me—the way we seem to agree on what's funny, [ mean."

MacClintock gave her a rather sharp look, then glanced at Lieutenant Colonel Tudev, but Tudev only
smiled blandly. He'd warned the general that the Heir didn't share the King's resentment for all things
treecat, but he hadn't indicated that the Princess had gone so far as to do genuine research about them.

"Actually, Your Highness, we're cautious about generalizing from our friends," the general said after the
briefest of pauses, "because we can never be certain how typical they are of their species. It's tempting to
assume they're a representative cross section of all treecats, but the low absolute number who adopt
human friends argues against that."

"Because if they were truly representative we'd see a higher number of adoptions," Adrienne agreed with
anod. "I know. I was struck by the logic of that when I read Jason Harrington's work on them."

"You've read Jason's monograph?" Surprise betrayed MacClintock into the untactful question, and he
colored brightly. "I'm sorry, Your Highness. I only meant I was surprised it had come to your attention. It
hasn't had a very broad circulation."

"I know, and I've wondered why that was."

"Well," MacClintock grinned, "I shouldn't say it, Your Highness, but I suspect it's because he isn't a very
good writer. Not as good as his great-grandmother was, anyway."
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"From what I've heard, very few people were as good as Dame Stephanie at just aboutanything ,"
Adrienne said dryly, and MacClintock nodded.

"I believe you could call that an accurate statement, Y our Highness. A most determined lady, Stephanie
Harrington. Are you a student of her accomplishments?"

"Not as much as I might like to be," Adrienne admitted. "But for someone as influential as she was, she
seems to've spent a great deal of effort avoiding publicity."

"That's true, Your Highness. I rather wish someone would do a good scholarly biography of her. That
Trailblazer of Dreams thing by Simmons was a piece of popularized garba— Ah, I mean it was poorly
researched and largely fictionalized," he corrected himself hastily, "and it's downright bad history. Despite
the SFS's best efforts, people are already beginning to forget what a monumental role she played in
Sphinx's history—or that of the entire Star Kingdom, for that matter. Unfortunately, that was apparently
the way she wanted it, and the Harrington family has steadfastly refused to release her private papers.
Until they do, it's unlikely anyone will be able to do a job much better than Simmons'. Which is a pity."

"It is, indeed," Adrienne agreed, and looked up as Tudev checked his chrono and cleared his throat. She
grinned at her chief bodyguard's studiously maintained non-expression, then smiled at MacClintock.

"I'm afraid that's Colonel Tudev's polite way of reminding me I have a schedule to keep, General," she
said with a charming air of apology. "I'm not especially looking forward to the speech—which will be my
third of the day—but lam looking forward to my tour of your new wing. Would you be kind enough to
lead the way?"

"I would be honored," MacClintock assured her, and swept another, deeper bow before he turned to
do just that.

Six

<So this is the great meeting place,>Seeker of Dreams mused, and Leaf Stalker flipped his ears in
agreement. They perched on the high, chalet-style roof of the brand new main administration block of the
Forestry Service's HQ. A dozen more People perched with them, and Seeker of Dreams felt the
welcome of their mind glows as they recognized the need which had brought him here. More than that, he
felt their deep satisfaction with the bonds that same need had drawnz¢hem to establish.

<It is,>Leaf Stalker agreed, and turned to one of the others on the roof.<Greetings, Parsifal,> he
said.<What are the humans so excited about?>
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Seeker of Dreams looked more closely at the one Leaf Stalker had called "Parsifal." The peculiar name
had an odd taste in the Bright Water hunter's mind voice, and Seeker of Dreams felt a little thrill of
excitement he knew was foolish as he realized that was because it had been intended as one of the
two-le— As one of thehuman's mouth sounds.”Words, " they called them, he reminded himself, trying to
fit his mind voice around the sound and wondering how any creature could possibly make such strange
noises as the humans did. But the name was more than a mere oddity, for it was the human custom to
give new names to their friends after bonding. That was no doubt inevitable, for if the People could never
make the sounds humans made, humans were equally incapable of tasting the names by which People
called one another. Yet the acceptance of such human names was also of deep significance, for each was
the formal acknowledgment of a person's acceptance of a bond which only death could dissolve.

<They are much excited, are they not?> the one called Parsifal agreed in a soft mind voice rich with
tolerant amusement and affection. <My human has been carrying on almost since first light. She is one of
the Guardians' hunters,> he added for Seeker of Dream's benefit. <Her special duty is to watch for evil
doers and prevent them from acting against the law of the humans, or to hunt them down and punish them
afterward if they do so anyway, and she is very good at it,> he said with a certain pride. <I believe that
was the reason they summoned her so early.>

<There is an evil doer here?>Seeker of Dreams asked in surprise, and Parsifal bleeked a laugh.

<There may be,> the older hunter said, <but that is not the reason for their excitement. Look there. Do
you see the big black air car with the armed humans standing watch about it?> Seeker of Dreams
recognized the human term—or one of the many (and often bewildering) human terms—for a flying egg
and flirted his tail in agreement as he looked at the vehicle. <The one they call a "princess" came in that,
and my human was summoned to be one of those who help to protect her.>

<"Princess"?>Seeker of Dreams repeated carefully.

<It s a title of respect, like Chief Clan Elder, or Memory Singer,> Parsifal explained. <We—> his
mental wave took in the others on the roof with him <—have been trying to understand it more
completely, for there are odd things about it. For one, our humans regard this "princess" with great
respect and treat her in all ways like the most senior of elders, yet she is little more than a well grown
youngling. We have not been able to decide how one so young could be so important, yet there is no
question that it is so. Also, Sylvester—> he nodded to one of the others, an older hunter sitting near the
end of the roof line <—was close enough to taste her mind glow, and the taste of authority was strong in
it. It was a very powerful mind glow,> Parsifal added in a mind voice of profound respect, <yet there is
much pain in it for one so young.>

"And this is the new boardroom," Lieutenant General MacClintock said as he opened the double doors
and stepped aside to usher Adrienne through them before him.

She nodded and stepped into the large, richly carpeted room, and her entourage followed. It wasn't a
very numerous entourage, as such things went. Since they were indoors and under cover, the bulk of
Alvin Tudev's protection detail was actually outside the building, watching the perimeter. Only Tudev
himself and four handpicked sergeants in plain clothes accompanied her. Well, them and Nassouah
Haroun, two PR flacks, Lieutenant General MacClintock, three other senior Forestry Service officers,
the new admin wing's chief engineer, and a two-person HD news team. And, of course, two treecats:
MacClintock's Dunatis, and Colonel Marcy Alcerro's Musashi.
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"We're quite proud of it," MacClintock went on, following her into the room's cool, quiet spaciousness.
"We needed the space, but to be perfectly honest, we took the opportunity to provide ourselves with,
um,comfortable quarters while we were at it."

"So I see," Adrienne agreed with a smile, surveying the chamber appreciatively. Then her eyes narrowed
as she saw the life-size portrait hanging above the room's massive conference table. She walked across
the carpet, trailed by her escort, and gazed raptly at the painting.

It was a spectacular work, executed in the neo-oils style. Its custom-engineered photo-reactive
compounds had been blended with a master's hand, trained and stimulated to grow into exactly the image
the artist had sought and then frozen forever under a coat of stabilizer at just the right instant. With the
proper computer support, the same technology could have created a visual image with the precise
accuracy of a hologram coupled with the solidity and "texture" no light sculpture could ever match. But
this portrait had not been produced by a computer. It wasn't that perfect. What itwas , she thought with a
sense of awe, was a masterpiece—aninterpretive masterpiece whose very imperfections were part of its
magnificence, the proof it had been created by a human hand and mind and eye, and not by the uncaring
perfection of electronics.

"That's an Akimoto, isn't it?" she asked quietly, and the SFS CO gave her another sharp look. She'd
impressed him several times already with the breadth of her interests, and he supposed he should be
getting used to it by now, but he wasn't.

"Yes. Yes, it is," he agreed. "But we didn't commission it, Your Highness," he added hastily. "Ms.
Akimoto presented it to us as a gift."

It was Adrienne's turn to look at the lieutenant general in surprise. She knew why he'd offered the
explanation. An original neo-oil by Tsukie Akimoto would have cost almost as much as the Forestry
Service's entire new administration center.

"She presented it as agift? " she repeated.

"Yes, Your Highness. She chose the subject, executed the work, and presented it to us with the single
stipulation that it be displayed in our board's meeting chambers."

"But . . . why?" Adrienne asked, eyes back on the stunning portrait.

The woman in it was well past middle age. She had bright eyes and a mouth which looked like it smiled
easily, yet she also radiated an aura of almost frightening energy and focused purpose. She was of slightly
less than average height, with thick white hair, and she wore the green and brown of the SFS with a
brigadier's two golden planets on her collar. She also wore the gold-bordered blue-and-white ribbon of
the Order of Merit, and a cream-and-gray treecat sat proudly on her shoulder. The 'cat was larger than
many, and badly scarred. The tip of its right ear was missing; the plushy fur on the right side of its face
bore a pattern of white streaks, tracing the scars beneath; and its right foreleg had been amputated just
below the shoulder. It sat on its person's right shoulder, its tail hanging down her back while its remaining
true-hand rested on her head, and the artist had captured the love in both of her subjects' eyes with
haunting fidelity.

"Because she wished to, Your Highness," MacClintock said quietly. "Perhaps you weren't aware that
Ms. Akimoto was adopted by a 'cat herself some years ago?"

"What?" Adrienne looked at him, then shook her head. "No, [ wasn't. I knew she was a Sphinxian, of
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course, but I don't believe her adoption could have been widely publicized without my hearing something
about it."

"It wasn't—widely publicized, I mean," MacClintock told her. "Ms. Akimoto has always been something
of a recluse. She seldom leaves her family freehold—they were First Shareholders, you know—and she
hasn't been off-planet at all since her adoption." He smiled faintly. "Very few of us would consider taking
our friends off-world without a very pressing reason, I'm afraid. Not that I don't suspect the little devils
would love to go! But perhaps you've noticed we tend to be a little on the protective side?"

Adrienne nodded feelingly, and his smile became a grin.

"Well, they probably don't needguite as much protection as we insist they do, Your Highness.
Physically, they're extremely tough, with the weaponry to look after themselves in most threat situations.
Dunatis?"

The 'cat on his shoulder obligingly raised a long-fingered true-hand and spread it, unsheathing the four
centimeter-long scimitars which armed it. He held them up for her to see, then bleeked cheerfully, and the
ivory claws vanished as he retracted them.

"The problem," MacClintock went on more seriously, "is that theyaren 't well equipped to look after
themselves in situations where the threat is neither immediate nor physical. The specific legal rights
granted to them by the Constitution are fully enforced here on Sphinx.Off Sphinx, however, matters are
much less clear.”

"You're talking about the Treecat Rights Bill," Adrienne said flatly, and he nodded. His expression had
become rather more wary as he heard her utterly uninflected tone, but he didn't back off.

"That's precisely what I was leading up to, Your Highness," he admitted. "We at SFS believe the Ninth
Amendment was clearly intended to recognize the 'cats as sentient beings—with minor child legal
status—on all three of the Star Kingdom's worlds. As I'm sure you're aware, however, certain political
and economic interests have taken the position that our inability to measure their actual sentience with
'demonstrable, replicable precision' means their sapience is no more than a legal fiction. Moreover, they
argue that since the Ninth Amendment refers specifically to their status onSphinx , it doesn't apply to
their status on Manticore or Gryphon. It's nonsense, of course. Unfortunately, no one thought to test that
aspect of the amendment—or its original supporting legislation—for over thirty T-years after ratification.
The question simply didn't arise prior to then, even on the rare occasions when one of the 'cats went
off-world. But then in 107 a.l., the Richtman Corporation tried to move in, and—"

"I remember, General," Adrienne said, cutting him off even more flatly than before, and Dunatis shifted
on his shoulder as he sensed the Heir's emotions.

The Richtman Corporation had been a Manticoran front for Manpower Unlimited of Mesa. No one had
known it at the time, for Richtman had hidden its connections to the Mesa System with care. And for
good reason, given the vast bulk of humanity's attitude towards Manpower and its huge cloning and
bio-engineering operations. Just over six hundred and fifty T-years had passed since Old Earth's "Final
War" unleashed all the horrors of unrestricted genetic and biological modifications. The war had officially
"ended" in 943 p.d. . . . but humanity had been well into the fifteenth century of the Diaspora before Old
Earth truly recovered from its carnage, and most of humankind had learned a hideous lesson from the
near-total destruction of its mother world.

The Mesa System had not. For all intents and purposes, Manpower Unlimited owned the star system
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outright, and if Beowulf's eugenicists were better trained and more skilled, Mesa's had far more . . .
scope for their talents, for Mesa rejected the Beowulf Code's ban on casual manipulation of the human
genotype. Manpower Unlimited cheerfully produced cloned slave labor, genetically-engineered
"indentured servants," and even more deadly versions of the Final War's "super soldiers." Humanity being
what it was, there were always buyers (clandestine ones, at least), and since Manpower was already a
moral pariah, its directors saw no reason to retain any scruples whatsoever.

None of which would have mattered to the Star Kingdom if not for the fact that the treecats were
empaths.

A few of the wilder, more speculative xenobiologists maintained that they were also telepaths, but that
was a much more problematical claim, and no one had ever been able to produce any scientific evidence
to support it. Their empathy, however, had been demonstrated too conclusively for any reputable
scientist to dispute, and that was what made them of interest to Manpower Unlimited. Despite millennia
of testing, no one had ever demonstrated anything like reliable, quantifiable, reproducible ESP in humans,
or in any of the other handful of sentient species humanity had encountered. Until the treecats.

The mere possibility that the 'catsmight be telepaths had sufficed to send Mesan agents creeping into the
Star Kingdom to acquire samples. Empathy might have been enough by itself, but the economic
implications of discovering how telepathy worked and how to genegineer it into humans were incalculable
for something like Manpower Unlimited. Its operators had wanted test subjects and tissue donors, and
no one could have had any illusions as to what would have happened to those subjects.

As far as anyone knew, none of the clandestine Mesan efforts had succeeded. Empaths were elusive
quarry, and the Forestry Service had made protecting the 'cats against trappers its number one priority
from the outset. But the potential prize had been great enough for Manpower to invest what was later
determined to have been upwards of eight hundred million Manticoran dollars to create the Richtman
Corporation for the purpose of lobbying to legalize the "humane, nonlethal capture" of treecats "for
purposes of beneficial scientific examination and export to interstellar zoological institutes."

In addition to whatever had been spent creating the Richtman facade, an unknown (but undoubtedly
enormous) investment had also flowed into various political hands through both registered lobbyists and
also some verysub rosa channels indeed. It had been a massive effort, and while Manpower had never
seen the hoped for return on its money, the Ninth Amendment and its enabling legislation had not
emerged unscathed. Efforts to "amend" the legislation so as to emasculate it had failed, but the Richtman
legal experts had launched a flank attack by pointing out that the Ninth Amendment was predicated on
the definition of treecats as "sapient." Where, they demanded, was the proof of that sapience? After all,
how intelligent did a creature which could sense the emotions of any possible testers have to be to
counterfeit sapience?

The best testing techniques available had been brought to bear, by treecat partisans and their opponents
alike, and the most anyone could honestly say was that results were inconclusive. Rather wildly so, in
fact. Some tests insisted the 'cats were as intelligent as humans themselves; others insisted they were
actually somewhat less intelligent than Old Earth's pre-genegineered dolphins had been. Oddly enough,
they appeared to test better at problem-solving when no human testers were present, which seemed to
stand the "empaths counterfeiting sentience" argument on its head. It was almost as if the 'cats had
decided not to cooperate in certain instances, or even to deliberately prejudice the results, which was
ridiculous, of course. But ridiculous or not, the salient point was that everyone was forced to agree the
tests were inconsistent, and the anti-amendment forces insisted that inconsistent was simply another way
of saying "valueless."
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The 'cats' relatively small size was also pounced upon by Richtman's lawyers, who pointed out that no
other known sentient species had such a low body mass, and no one could deny that 'cat brains were
much smaller than human ones. Their supporters might argue that the enlarged nodes of nervous tissue
found at each pelvis functioned as secondary brains of some sort, but that, too, had never been
scientifically demonstrated.

Xenobiologists from all over explored space had been attracted to the Star Kingdom as the dispute
heated up. The 'cats were only the twelfth nonhuman sentient species ever discovered (assuming they
were sentient), and that was enough to bring scores of scientists flocking in to examine them.
Unfortunately, the 'cats didn't appear to want to be examined, and "wild" 'cats tended to disappear
whenever a new team of scientists set up shop in their neck of the picket woods. 'Cats who had adopted
humans were more readily available . . . but they were also more readilyprotected . Besides, those who
doubted their intelligence argued that 'cats who had adopted weren't suitable test subjects. After all, if
theywere telepaths as well as empaths, how could anyone know he was actually testing the 'cat and not
simply the efficiency of its link to its human partner?

A certain percentage of out-system scientists had grown steadily more angry at the dearth of test
subjects. They seemed to feel the Forestry Service ought to have netted "wild" 'cats and dragged them in
for study purposes, if that was the only way to get them. The SFS certainly shouldn't have been
protecting the elusive little creatures! It was probable that most of the scientists of that opinion had been
completely legitimate, but at least some had been imported by Mesan interests to help muddy the water .
.. and all of them had been doomed to disappointment when it came to changing the SFS's mind.

The result had been a blistering debate about what the treecats truly were, and the Gryphon planetary
government (after some extraordinary infusions of secret "campaign contributions") had actually passed a
planetary referendum calling upon the Crown to revoke their sapient status. The Constitution provided
for referenda from the planetary parliaments as a grass-roots avenue for offering amendments, and the
Gryphon act had been intended as the opening shot in such an effort. It had failed, but not without lending
the debate a life of its own, exclusive of Richtman's efforts. For one thing, unscrupulous speculators had
scented additional, potentially enormous profits. If the Ninth Amendment could be repealed and the 'cats
stripped of their status as sentients, their claim to any of Sphinx's surface would also be overturned.
Precisely what would happen to all that land—whether it would revert to the status of Crown land or be
up for grabs by anyone with ready cash—was unclear, but if those same anyones with the ready cash
could just take a hand in drafting the language that repealed the amendment. . . .

The battle had dragged out for years. Every vote indicated that a clear majority of Sphinxians were
staunchly opposed to repeal, supported by a much thinner majority of those living on Manticore.
Gryphon had consistently votedfor repeal, but Gryphon was a special case where vote "managing" was a
thriving industry run by the relatively small handful of powerful nobles who had secured a stranglehold
upon its local economy. (Which, in no small part, helped explain why Queen Consort Solange, like most
of Gryphon's yeomen freeholders, had seen the Crown and its central authority as their only real ally
against the local aristocracy's depredations.)

In the end, an enterprising newsie, with the help of allies within the SFS, had managed to burrow through
the maze of interlocking corporate identities behind the Richtman Corporation and discover the Mesan
involvement, and the entire effort had come crashing down. But by that time the exact status of the 'cats
had been thrown into considerable confusion, and the argument that the Ninth Amendment had been
intended to protect them solely on Sphinx—which Adrienne, like MacClintock, considered not only
bizarre but totally specious—had gained a toehold among certain mainstream legal scholars. The fact that
the Star Kingdom had been in existence for barely a hundred and thirty T-years when the debate began
hadn't helped. The original Constitution had already been extensively modified and reinterpreted (very
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creatively indeed, in some cases) as the Crown, the Lords, and the Commons worked out thereal
balance of power. Indeed, one reason the Ninth Amendment had taken so long to ratify in the first place
had been that the document it was intended to modify had been in such a state of flux.

By now, almost fifty T-years later, the anti-'cat forces were in full retreat. Only the financial interests
which wanted to get their claws into the lands reserved for the 'cats were still pushing the argument, and
the Treecat Rights Bill had been introduced in the House of Commons by an unusual alliance of Liberals
and Conservatives in an effort to put the entire matter to rest. Personally, Adrienne considered the bill
unnecessary. Whatever its critics might claim, the Ninth Amendment's language was clear, specific, and
certainly not ambiguous. It had taken the tortuously creative efforts of entire battalions of skilled legal
sophists to find a way to misinterpret it, and even then ninety percent of the Star Kingdom's constitutional
experts had rejected the argument as bogus. So what wasneeded , she thought grimly, was simply for the
Crown to enforce the Ninth Amendment the way its framers had always intended.

Which was the reason for her flat tone and MacClintock's mix of deference, defensiveness, and
obstinacy, because the Crown—in the person of King Roger II, who had come to hate the 'cats for
reasons of his own—flatly refused to enforce it. In fact, his Solicitor General had actually been heard to
say that perhaps the Gryphon interpretation might have a bit more merit than most constitutional scholars
believed. Needless to say, that same Crown had also marshaled its efforts—and quite successfully—to
stop the Treecat Rights Bill dead in the House of Lords. And even if it somehow eventually passed both
Houses, it was extremely unlikely King Roger would even consider signing it into law . . . and even less
likely that its supporters could ever muster the three-quarters majority required to override a royal veto.

"Itis a pity Dame Stephanie wasn't alive to lead the defense of the amendment," Adrienne said after a
long, tense moment, her tone an obvious bid to defuse the tension and shift the subject. "I doubt its
attackers would have fared very well against her."

"I don't imagine they would have either, Your Highness," MacClintock agreed, accepting the change.
The two of them turned to gaze at the portrait once more, and the lieutenant general smiled. "She and
Lionheart would have turned them into hamburger; they'd certainly done it to tougher opposition than
that!"

"Then the story about the hexapuma is true?"

"Yes, Your Highness. A lot of the details are uncertain—it's one of those things about which I wish the
Harrington family would turn loose whatever documentation they have—but it happened."

"Unbelievable," Adrienne murmured, and MacClintock snorted.

"My advice is to not apply that word to anything you ever hear about Stephanie Harrington, Your
Highness. Or not without checking it out very thoroughly ahead of time. She was the youngest person
ever to discover an alien sentient species. She is also theon/y human ever to face a hexapuma armed only
with a vibroblade belt knife and survive. She joined the Forestry Service—which, I regret to say, was no
great shakes at the time; we were still a privately-funded, only semiofficial body—when she was just
seventeen T-years old and almost single handedly reorganized it into a Crown agency which, by the end
of her life, had become what I fondly believe to be one of the finest eco-management organizations in this
sector of the galaxy. Not to mention, of course, being the first person ever adopted by a 'cat, for which/,
at least, can only be grateful."

"She deserved more than an Order of Merit," Adrienne said, but he shook his head.
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"What she may have deserved and what shewanted weren't the same thing, Your Highness. Several
accounts insist she was offered a peerage when the Ninth Amendment passed. I don't know about
that—the Harringtons may—but it's a matter of public record that she declined the Order of the Star
Kingdom because, unlike the Order of Merit, the knighthood it conferred would have been hereditary,
not simply a life title."

"She declined a peerage?" Adrienne blinked, and the lieutenant general shrugged.

"That's the tradition, and it would match what we know of her. Her family are yeomen, and proud of it.
In fact, she was an only child who retained her maiden name when she married expressly because she
was determined there would be a 'Harrington of Harrington' butnot a nobleman living on the Harrington
freehold after her.4nd she found time to produce six children to be sure of that, despite everything else
she was involved with! And two of them were adopted by 'cats, too. As a matter of fact, I believe the
Harringtons have a higher percentage of adoptions than any other family on Sphinx."

"I still say she deserved more than the Order of Merit," Adrienne declared, then smiled. "On the other
hand, I rather doubt that/ would have pressed the point or argued with such a, ah.formidable person
about it!"

"Which indicates great wisdom on your part, Your Highness," MacClintock told her. The two of them
gazed at the portrait of Stephanie Harrington and her 'cat for several more moments in a silence which
had once more become companionable. Then MacClintock cleared his throat and waved gracefully at
the boardroom's door.

"And now, Your Highness, I believe that speech you didn't want to give is waiting for you."

Seven

Henry Thoreau sat on the bench with an unworried expression and reread his newsfax for the third time.
No one looking at him would have thought he had a care in the universe, but looking tranquil at need was
one of his several talents, and at this particular moment, it was one he needed badly.

He let his eye drift across his chrono as he turned a 'fax page—again—and his carefully concealed
disgust ratcheted up another notch. The target and her entourage were over twenty minutes behind
schedule.

He allowed himself a mental grumble that never touched his face and commanded himself not to pay any
attention whatsoever to the blank-faced young man sitting to his left. The younger man appeared to be
reading a book. Actually, he was only hitting the advance button at regular intervals while he stared
unseeingly at the display, and Thoreau hoped he wouldn't run out of pages before the target reemerged
into the open. Having some sharp-eyed security type notice that there was someone sitting there staring
at a blank book viewer would not do wonderful things for his and Krogman's plan.
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His nostrils flared slightly at the thought of his partner. He knew why Krogman couldn't execute the hit
himself, but that didn't keep him from feeling increasingly grumpy about his own exposure as the delay
dragged on. Krogman was the one who'd crafted their weapon, and Thoreau found himself wishing
Krogman could have pulled the damned trigger himself, as well. Except, of course, that Krogman
couldn't possibly risk being physically present when the attack went down. His record might be clean in
the Star Kingdom, but hewas a registered psych adjuster.

Unlike many star nations, the Star Kingdom had ruled involuntary psych adjustment of anyone for any
reason strictly illegal. The Star Kingdom wasn't alone in refusing to use it as a punitive sentence, but many
other worlds allowed for the involuntary adjustment of individuals deemed dangerous to themselves or
society. The people who allowed it viewed it—officially, at least—as equivalent to the old "not guilty by
reason of insanity" plea. The Manticoran view, however, was that psych adjustment didn'tcure anything;
it simply crammed in an additional set of compulsions which forced the adjusted individual toact as if he
had been cured. That was all very soothing to society, no doubt, and might well prevent an "adjusted"
serial killer from killing again, but Manticorans considered that it was both simpler and more ethical—and
moral—to shoot someone than it was to lock him up for life in a prison inside his own skull. Besides,
even in jurisdictions which routinely employed it, there were those who argued that psych adjustment
tended to make mental health professionals lazy. Why bother to fix a problem when one could simply use
a hardwired patch to make sure it didn't bother anyone . . . except, of course, for the person who still
had it?

And then there were the regimes that just/oved adjustment. It was too expensive for use on a mass
scale—mostly because of the time involved; the materials cost was ludicrously low—but it could be
extremely effective when employed against strategic targets like key leaders of opposition groups. Nor
had the military implications passed unnoticed. Though the Deneb Accords forbade adjustment of
captured enemy personnel, everyone knew it would happen anyway if someone thought he could get
away with it. The development of drugs and techniques to resist it had been on the list of every major
military for centuries, and, for the most part, they'd succeeded in producing workable defenses. They
weren't perfect, and they could usually be broken by old-fashioned sensory deprivation or systematic
abuse. They also required periodic updating as adjustment techniques were improved to defeat them, but
at least they managed to prevent adjusters from turning the pre-space nightmare of the mass brainwashing
of troops into a reality.

But like any other form of technology, it was extremely difficult to simply shove adjustment back into its
bottle. Personally, Thoreau couldn't imagine availing himself of the service. Have an irresistible
compulsion—even one he'd selected himself—implanted in/is brain? No, thank you very much. He
believed he'd pass. Yet there were those who did just that, for reasons ranging from a desire to be
addiction-proofed to people who wanted to lose weight to those who feared compulsions in the dark
crannies of their souls would drive them into criminal acts. The Star Kingdom might reject imposing
adjustment on anyone, but it would not stand in the way of someone who voluntarily sought it, and a
small, highly regulated and closely supervised psych adjustment industry existed for the sole purpose of
providing the service to those who wanted it.

Which was why Krogman couldn't have even the remotest connection, including that of simple proximity,
with the young man with the book viewer. Deafening klaxons would sound in the brain of the most
imbecilic security officer in the known universe if a known adjuster was anywhere near a "lone madman
assassin" who just happened to murder the Crown Princess of Manticore.

Just having Krogman register with Manticoran immigration as a psych adjuster upon their arrival in the
Star Kingdom had carried an uncomfortable degree of risk. But it had been necessary. While Krogman
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would never be so stupid as to select a patient of his own—or one he'd ever officially seen inany
capacity—he had to have access to the patient files and facilities he needed. The best way to acquire that
was to hide in plain sight by setting himself up as a licensed adjuster with a small but comfortable
practice, and the original Jean-Marc Krogman had been a well trained and competent adjuster back in
the Solarian League. So had the current Jean-Marc Krogman (although he had maintained a much lower
profile, given the clientele he served), and since the original Krogman no longer required his identity, the
man who now wore it had appropriated it without fuss or bother. After all, he and "Henry Thoreau" were
the only two people who knew the real Krogman was dead.

With such a comfortable, outwardly legitimate identity, the current Krogman had found it child's play to
set up an effective cover, and The Organization—which Thoreau thought was one of the less imaginative
names the local organized underworld could have assigned itself—was delighted to have an adjuster of its
very own. Crime lords always needed one odd job of adjustment or another, and they paid lucratively for
Krogman's services. On the other hand, not even The Organization knew about the freelance jobs
Krogman and Thoreau occasionally undertook. Which was just as well. After all, one or two
Organization kingpins had fallen afoul of imaginative underlings able to visualize the advantages of having
one of the underling's rivals suddenly, and for no apparent reason, gun down their mutual boss (thus
creating a vacancy at the top) before dying in a hail of gunfire from the bodyguards of the late, lamented
boss in question.

Of course, both The Organization and law enforcement were well aware of how adjustment could be
misused, which was another reason the law took such a dim view of the profession. Officers of the King's
justice routinely considered the possibility of adjustment any time a killer "just snapped," and it was
relatively simple for a trained psychiatrist to recognize the signs of adjustment in a subject. But that was
why people like Krogman commanded such astronomical fees, for the true mastery of their art lay in
subtlety, careful recruitment, anonymity, and misdirection.

Every policeman knew adjustment was a possible explanation for almost any murder, but good adjusters
of a criminal bent were rare, andall adjusters were carefully regulated. Because of that, actual cases of
adjusted murderers were far less common than bad mystery writers liked to suggest. As a result,
investigators tended to look for more everyday motives first, so whenever possible, Krogman picked as
his weapon someone who/iad another motive. When someone murdered someone else whom they had
always hated, the police looked at the history of killer and victim and found their motivation there rather
than seeking more esoteric and unlikely causations.

In addition, Krogman preferred to program his weapons for kamikaze attacks. Of course, he didn't want
them to look deliberately suicidal—that was another thing that started nasty, suspicious police thinking in
terms of adjustment—but it was relatively simple to program someone to make a mistake with lethal
consequences if bodyguards were involved. Lovers' murder-suicides were another technique of which he
was rather fond, because police saw so many they were effectively routine. Only when he had no other
option did he rely on a weapon with no personal motive for the attack, and then he invariably saw to it
that the killer did not survive his victim.

But the true key to his success was that he always remembered the best way to avoid detection was to
set things up in the first place so no one had any reason to suspect the killer had beencommanded to kill,
and his current weapon was a masterpiece. This hit had first been commissioned over a T-year before,
and for the last ten T-months, the young, friendless drifter he'd selected as his tool had systematically
created all the proper back trail of a fatally obsessive personality. His inexpensive rooms had been
converted into a veritable shrine to Crown Princess Adrienne. Guided by Krogman's "adjustments," he'd
begun with occasional, rambling journal entries and progressed steadily to the point of mad obsession
with the Princess. The sheer length of time over which he had collected and created his hoard of pictures,


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

hardcopy and electronic clippings, and diaries would surely convince any but the most paranoid and
indefatigable of investigators that it was genuine, the product of a deranged mind working in isolation.

That was Krogman's primary line of defense, and he expected it to hold. If it failed, however, his second
line of defense was anonymity. No one had ever seen him and the drifter together, and he had taken
excruciating pains to insure that there was nothing at all to connect him in any way, however indirectly, to
his tool.

And, of course, he had made absolutely certain that the young man in question would not survive his
victim.

But all of that explained why the only choice to launch the attack was Thoreau. Someone had to do it, if
only because of the ancient K.I.S.S. principle. Human minds were complex mechanisms. Given the
proper circumstances, they could defeat even the most deep reaching and thorough adjustment, and the
more complex the adjustment, the more opportunity for the adjusted individual's mind to find a chink in
the programming and wiggle through it. That meant complicated trigger commands increased the risk of
failure exponentially, and they could afford no slip ups on this operation. So the trigger had been kept as
simple as possible: an innocent visual cue no investigator studying security camera imagery later could
possibly associate with the attack.

In this case, a red handkerchief in a breast pocket, combined with a man reading a newsfax and drinking
lemonade, and a sneeze.

Now if only the target would get her ass out here so that Thoreau could launch the weapon and be done
with it.

Eight

<May we get a closer view of this "princess"?>Seeker of Dreams asked Parsifal. The older cat
looked at him and cocked one ear.

<You are ambitious, youngling,> he observed. <And hasty, perhaps. You have not yet tasted the pain in
her mind glow.>

<Perhaps | am ambitious, yet I do not think so. I have no reason to think she is the one I seek. But you
yourself spoke of the power of her mind glow, and even if she is not one to whom I might bond, I hunger
to taste it for myself. And as for her pain,> Seeker of Dreams flicked the end of his tail with a trace of
sadness, <it is not uncommon among the People for the strongest mind glows to be forged in sorrow and
loss,> he pointed out.
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<Truth,>Parsifal agreed after a moment. He straightened and stretched, yawning mightily, and Seeker
of Dreams felt his mind voice reach out to another. Seeker of Dreams could not taste the
conversation—not unusual when one did not know the far end of a focused link—but he sensed the flow
of information. Then Parsifal nodded, his mind glow radiating satisfaction, and peered down over the
building's wide roof.

<There,> he said. <The humans strengthened the "gutters"—those troughs at the roof edge which catch
water—so People might perch upon them, and Musashi tells me the princess will be coming through that
door to reach the place prepared for speaking. We have just enough time to move there before they
arrive. Come!>

"Thank you for showing me your new building, General," Adrienne said as they walked toward the exit
side-by-side.

"You're more welcome than I can say, Your Highness," MacClintock replied. "And the thanks cut both
ways, you know. An expression of royal interest, well—"

He shrugged, and Adrienne nodded with another, familiar stab of hurt. She was grateful he'd been too
tactful to complete the sentence, but she knew what he'd meant. And much as she'd enjoyed her visit, she
felt ominously certain her father would recognize the same impact. There would be no fights, no
screaming fits. He wouldn't even lecture her. He knew she disagreed with his attitude towards the
treecats, and so he would recognize her trip to Twin Forks for what it had been. But he wouldn't even
acknowledge her small act of rebellion. He would simply allow for it in his next set of calculations, and he
would give her one of those chill, impersonal looks—the sort that said "Wait and see howyou like it when
you're Queen"—and then he would ignore the episode completely.

Was that the real reason I came? she wondered unhappily. Because I wanted to anger him enough to get
some reaction out of him? Am I still that desperate for some sign he even cares? And is it really possible I
could be so stupid as to think I could get one?

She swallowed the thought and smiled brightly as MacClintock opened the door.

Seeker of Dreams crouched on the gutter, and the massed background blaze of human mind glows
washed out from the crowd outside the building. It had been there from the beginning, of course, but
Seeker of Dreams had buttressed himself against it without even realizing he was doing so. It had been
the empathic equivalent of squinting against a blinding glare, but now he opened his "eyes" wide, sending
his empathy out to quest for the mind glow Parsifal had told him of, and the sheer energy rising up behind
him was almost terrifying.

Somehow I had not expected there to be so much difference between the memory songs and the reality,
he thought, half-dazed by the excitement and anticipation flowing from so many mind glows. I should
have. All the songs agree that human mind glows are more powerful than any of the People's, yet how
could even the greatest memory singer recreate such raw power?

He shook his head, hunching forward as if into a high wind, and slowly forced the seething tumult out of
the front of his own mind. He pulled his own personality free of it and reached out once more, searching
for the "princess," and suddenly his ears twitched and his tail kinked straight up behind him.
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Not possible, he thought. This is not possible! No one, human or of the People, can radiate such a mind
glow! Surely its power would consume any in whom it burned!

Yet even as he thought that, he knew better, for he felt the reality walking down the hall towards him.
Such power, he thought in awe.Such clarity and strength! He tasted the mind glow's compassion, its
sense of order and responsibility, of dedication. And he tasted the love its owner carried like a
welcoming fire, waiting to warm and comfort any who called upon it.

And he tasted pain. Terrible, aching pain—an emptiness that cried out to be filled. He did not
understand the source of that pain, for how could one possessed of so much power to love be crushed
by rejection and abandonment? Where were the human elders, their memory singers and mind healers?
How could any species allow one of its own to suffer so hideously when all she longed to do was to love
and be loved in return?

For just one instant, as he hovered on the brink of Adrienne Winton's loneliness and broken love,
Seeker of Dreams shuddered before the horrid suspicion that the memory singers had been wrong—that
humans were all mad. Surely it was the only answer for the sharp-edged agony he tasted amid the
jewel-like splendor of that mind glow's other facets! But then he remembered. Humans were mind-blind.
They could not taste as he tasted, and so, perhaps, they did not even suspect how dreadfully wounded
their "princess" was. It even made sense, in a way, for the other things he tasted within that mind glow
included pride, a sense of duty, a refusal to whimper or plead or beg, and an iron-boned determination to
never, ever show weakness.

His heart went out to her—this princess he had never so much as seen—and he made a small, soft
sound, almost a whimper, as he recognized his fate. He felt himself reaching for that bright splendor, even
knowing he must embrace the darkness, as well, and a corner of his own mind wailed for him to run. To
flee and hide, as he would have fled a death fang itself. But there was no escape. The mind glow had
captured him. He tasted Parsifal's half-shocked, half-unsurprised mind glow—and pity—beside him as
he reached out to the human furnace, yet the other 'cat was distant and far away, almost trivial beside the
human walking obliviously towards him.

Is that the true secret of their mind glow's power? The loneliness? The fact that they cannot hear one
another or taste one another's inner hearts, however much they long to? Such a terrible, terrible price, if it
is ... and yet such glory it produces! And how very much love they have to give. He shook himself once
more, awed by the raw courage it must take to feel so much love when no human could taste his
beloved's love in return. They know so much, are so clever, have so many tools and marvels, and yet I
pity them, he thought wonderingly. But they are magnificent in their loneliness, in the isolation each carries
with him even in the midst of all his fellows.

Then the door opened.

Alvin Tudev saw the Princess stop dead. She didn't simply stop walking forward; she froze, with the
sudden, absolute shock of someone who had just taken a bullet.

For a moment, that was precisely what he thought had happened, and a spasm of horror rocked through
him. He hurled himself forward without conscious thought, bulldozing through the plainclothes sergeants
of his own detail to reach her, and he was only dimly aware of startled shouts as he hurled other human
beings aside. He was already gathering his muscles to leap on her, smothering her in his arms and
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slamming her to the ground while he offered his own body as protection against follow up shots, when
she broke her momentary stasis. Her head snapped around, and Tudev just had time to throw his own
weight to one side before he plowed into her from behind.

He grunted with anguish as his solidly muscled bulk drove shoulder-first into the old-fashioned brick wall
of the SFS's new admin building. For a moment, he was certain he'd broken at least his collar bone, but
that scarcely mattered. Indeed, he hardly felt it through a flood of relief almost more terrible than his
original horror as he realized his Princess was unharmed.

But if she was unhurt, then why stop so suddenly? And why was she—?

The answer presented itself before his mind finished forming its second question. A small, sleek body
dropped from the gutter with a high, ringing "Bleeeeeek!" of joy, and Adrienne's arms opened to receive
it. The treecat fell into her embrace with a grace that seemed inevitable, and a triumphant chorus of other
treecat voices joined the newcomer's paean of exultation. Adrienne's arms closed about the 'cat, hugging
it to her, her brown eyes blazing with a joy and raw, loving welcome that hit the lieutenant colonel like a
fist, and the 'cat clung to her in return, rubbing his cheek ecstatically against her own.

Oh...my...God, Tudev thought with an odd, distant sort of calm. His Majesty isn't going to be at all
pleased about this!

Adrienne Winton stared into the brilliant green eyes, and an incredible wave of love and welcome
poured from her. She'd studied all the information on treecats she could get her hands on, but none of it
had prepared her for this moment. The descriptions of what it meant to be adopted had always struck
her as maddeningly vague, incomplete, confusing. It had sometimes seemed as if all those fortunate souls
were involved in some conspiracy to keep the rest of the human race from knowing what it felt like.

Now she knew better. They hadn't explained it because theycouldn't . It was like smelling a color or
trying to weigh diamonds with a spectrograph. There simply were no words for the sensation she felt at
that moment, yet her brain stubbornly insisted on trying to find some way to process the information.

The treecat was an empath. She knew that, just as she knew that at this very moment, the lithe little
creature could feel her own emotions and the brilliant welcome blazing in her soul, and she longed
desperately for the ability to feelhis emotions, in return. But she couldn't. Unlike him, she was only
human, with the limited perceptions of a human brain. And yet . . . and yet therewas something. . . . She
couldn't pin it down, couldn't drag it out to look at it or analyze it. She couldn't even have proved she
wasn't imagining whatever it was, and yet she was certain she was not. And whatever it was, it sank
down into the dark and lonely depths of her spirit like cleansing lightning, bringing warmth and life to the

shadows where she had been alone for far too long.
k %k %k

Seeker of Dreams stared into the human's round-pupilled brown eyes and tasted her confusion,
puzzlement . . . and joy. He truly had not intended to bond to her when he reached out for her mind
glow, yet now he had, and at last he fully understood that which had driven him to seek this moment.
That yearning, that need and unused ability which had been part of him for so long, had flared bright and
fierce in the instant he touched her mind glow. He had actuallyfe/f the sharp, reverberating "Snap!" as the
two of them socketed into place, each filling the hole in the other's soul. He did not know if he had been
meant from birth forthis human, or if another of the People might have filled the wound gaping at her
heart, and it did not matter. What mattered was that he had found her, and in the moment of finding, they
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had come together. He could already feel the increased power of his own mind voice, the sharper,
stronger reach of his ability to taste other mind glows. It was as if his person had become a warm,
brilliant sun, beaming power and strength into him, making him more than he had ever dreamed of being.

Yet even as he crooned his loving welcome and rubbed his cheek joyously against hers, he also tasted
the tragedy of their bond. He was like a tiny world, circling the sun of her mind glow as the humans said
the People's world circledits sun. Like the world, he had life and purpose of his own, yet also like the
world, he could no longer be whole and complete without his sun. In that sense, the two had become one
... yet his human would never taste what he was tasting, never know the depth of his love as he could
know hers. He felt oddly certain that she had already tasted more than most humans ever did—that, like
some of Death Fang's Bane's younglings, she was more sensitive, more alive to the bond than other
humans—but her experience would never be even a shadow of his own.

And he also knew Sings Truly had been correct. This was a young human, but not nearly so young as
Death Fang's Bane had been. Perhaps she would live another fifteen turnings, which would be a long life
indeed for a human, but then she would die, and Seeker of Dreams would have lived only twenty-four
turnings of his allotted forty-eight.

He did not think she realized that. Not yet, at any rate, for he felt no sorrow, no grief for him, and he
knew he would whenever she finally realized their bond was almost certain to cost him half his normal
span. And it wouldbe a tragedy, he thought, to go into the dark so young. But it would also be right, for
he would cling to her glorious mind glow wherever it went, into light or into dark or into nothingness at all,
and be content.

"Your Highness?"

Adrienne tore her eyes from the treecat as MacClintock's gentle voice invaded their reverie. She blinked
at him, trying to refocus on something beyond the 'cat in her arms, and he smiled.

"Forgive me for intruding, Your Highness, but you've been standing there for just over five minutes," he
said apologetically.

Dunatis sat on his shoulder, crooning down at Adrienne and her 'cat—#her'cat! she thought in exultant
wonder—and beyond them she saw Colonel Alcerro and Musashi. Both older 'cats crooned as if to
vibrate the bones right out of their bodies, and as she stared at them, she realized she was hearing the
same sound from dozens of other sources. She raised her head, gazing up at the treecats lined up along
the admin building's eaves, and the same soft, welcoming music washed down over her from all of them.

"Five minutes, General?" she asked at last, turning back to MacClintock.

"Almost six, actually." His right hand fluttered for a moment, as if he wanted to grip her shoulder—an act
which etiquette made totally out of the question—and his eyes smiled at her. "The average is around
thirteen, I believe. Left to my own devices, I wouldn't bother either of you until you were both ready to
come up, but—" He waved the hovering right hand, and she blinked again as she followed it to the rest of
her entourage.

Lieutenant Colonel Tudev stood watching with no expression at all. No, that wasn't quite correct. He
was favoring one shoulder, and there were pain lines around his mouth, as if he'd injured himself
somehow when she wasn't looking. For a moment she thought those lines were of disapproval for what
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had happened, but then she saw the wry resignation in his eyes, and a sense of apprehension surged
through her.

Oh my God, Daddy is going to kill me for this! Bad enough I came to Twin Forks without telling him,
but this—!

One look at Nassouah Haroun's face more than confirmed her thoughts. Lady Haroun's expression was
one of unmitigated horror, as if she were certain His Majesty would feel his daughter's appointments
secretary should somehow have prevented this disaster from occurring, and the palace PR types looked
equally horrified. In fact, they looked so stunned Adrienne felt the corners of her mouth twitch. She
closed her eyes and clamped her jaws against the totally inappropriate laughter suddenly fighting to break
free, and somehow she managed to stop almost all of it. The one spurt which did escape, she
transformed into an almost convincing cough, but forty seconds passed before she trusted herself to open
her eyes and look at them once more without completely losing it.

Oh, my. This is all going to be quite . . . difficult, isn't it, little friend? she thought, gazing down at the
adoring treecat in her arms. I'll bet you never even guessed what a frying pan you were leaping into, did
you?

The 'cat only sang his buzzing purr to her and reached out to pat her cheek with a gentle true-hand, and
she smiled brilliantly and lifted him so she could bury her face in the soft, creamy fur of his belly. She held
him that way for several seconds, then lowered him once more and turned back to MacClintock. Unlike
his uniform tunic, the shoulder of her light jacket was unreinforced fabric, totally unsuited to treecat claws,
so she cradled her new companion in her arms as she smiled at the SFS CO once more.

"I quite understand why you can't simply let us work through this at our own pace, General," she told
him. "Besides, it would be impolite of me. There are people waiting for my speech out there, so [
suppose we'd better get to it."

"Of course, Your Highness. Ah, just one thing first, though." She quirked an eyebrow at him, and he
smiled diffidently. "I was just wondering if you've thought of a name for him, Y our Highness?"

"Already?" Adrienne's other eyebrow rose to join the first one.

"Well, it seems to work in two basic ways, Your Highness," MacClintock explained. "Either a name
comes to an adoptee almost immediately—as it did to Colonel Alcerro here—or else he tends to spend
quite some time thinking about it to get it just right. I was merely wondering which it would be in your
case?"

"I see." She considered for a moment, then shrugged. "I think you'll have to put me into the second
category, Colonel. It's going to take me a while to think of a name anywhere near the one this wonderful
fellow deserves."

"Good," MacClintock said, and grinned at her look of surprise. "I fell into the second category myself,
Your Highness. That's one reason I asked. I just wanted to assure you that not having a name jump up
and bite you immediately doesn't indicate that anything is wrong with you or your bond." He reached out
and touched the 'cat in her arms gently, running his fingers down its spine, and smiled as it arched in
pleasure. Then he looked back at Adrienne again.

"And now, Your Highness, I'm afraid we really ought to get on with that speech of yours."
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Nine

Finally!

Henry Thoreau couldn't suppress his grunt of satisfaction as the cheering began. Princess Adrienne was
over an hour late, but she was on her way at last.

His vantage point in the park gave him an excellent view of the speaker's platform, but he couldn't see
much else. That was deliberate—staying back a little helped him blend anonymously into the crowd—but
it also meant he hadn't been able to see whatever had occasioned the last delay. All he knew was that the
Heir's entourage had stopped abruptly, stayed that way for ten minutes or so, and then started moving
once more.

Well, it doesn't really matter what kind of glitch their schedule hit, he told himself as the leading edge of
the Princess' attendants entered his field of view at last. What matters is that she's on her way now.

He drew the red handkerchief from his breast pocket.

Seeker of Dreams rode in his person's arms, and the noise of the humans beat over him like a great,
rushing wind. He had never imagined so many mouth sounds being made all at one time, yet the mind
voices of Parsifal and others assured him humans often made such noises. He found that hard to believe,
but Musashi sent him an image of thousands of humans seated around a large green field while two
smaller groups of humans ran back and forth, kicking a white sphere. Musashi was no memory singer,
but his image carried the concentration and hint of excitement his person had felt as she watched the
sphere move up and down the field, and then one of the humans on the grass hit the ball with his head,
not his foot. It sailed right through the hands of another human and plopped into an upright net, and at
least half those thousands of watching humans surged to their feet with a deep, roaring sound of wild
approval.

Seeker of Dreams had no idea what the humans had been up to in Musashi's images. It felt almost like
the competition as two teams of junior hunters or scouts raced one another through the branches
searching for the senior scouts seeking to evade them. But that was different—a serious test to determine
which were ready to assume more demanding, responsible duties—and only those involved paid it much
heed. Such competitions were the business of those being tested, yet the humans had gathered in huge
numbers to watchothers compete, and seemed wildly excited about the outcome.

Best leave that ground runner for a later hunt, he told himself. Besides, it is not the same as this
excitement, anyway. This excitement is focused on my person, and through her, upon me, as well.
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The sheer power of it lashed at him, making him taut and uneasy, yet there was an odd euphoria in it, as
well. It was all but impossible to separate individual mind glows from one another in the midst of such
tumult, but he tasted the welcome, the excitement, the sense of deference. In a strange wayj, it tasted
much like his own feelings for Sings Truly. Or perhaps that was too strong. Perhaps it actually tasted
more like his feelings for Leaper of High Branches, his own clan's chief elder. He did not understand how
such intensity of emotion could focus on one so young as his person. If they had been able, as he, to taste
the glory of her mind glow, perhaps he might have understood, but they were mind-blind, and she was far
too young to be an elder in anyone's clan.

He looked up at her, and she looked down quickly, as if she had felt his eyes. Her mouth moved in the
expression—the "smile"—he had been told humans used to show pleasure to their mind-blind fellows,
and the deep warmth of her mind glow echoed the expression. He bleeked up at her, reaching high to pat
her cheek once more, then turned his attention outward. It was difficult to separate himself from her mind
glow, but he badly wanted to understand why all these others felt such respect and veneration for her.

He sent his empathy questing outward once more, and fresh surprise at the manner in which his range
and sensitivity had increased washed over him. He could actually reach out into that vast crowd and taste
the mind glows of individual humans he could scarcely even see, despite all the background energy and
passion. It was difficult to tune that background down enough to taste clearly, but itought to have been
completely impossible, and he reveled in his newfound abilities.

There was an older female human, her mind glow blazing with welcome. And there behind her was
another female, this one less delighted to see his person—not from any personal animosity, but because
of something else, some human thing Seeker of Dreams did not understand but which appeared to
involve decisions and the making of rules—but still excited and focused. And there—

Seeker of Dreams stiffened as he sensed the dark, twisted knot ofwrongness pushing through the crowd
towards his person. It was terrifying, like finding one's self trapped on the ground as a death fang closed
in, and he gave a high, warning squeal of alarm. He jerked up, head questing, eyes searching for the one
he had tasted, and then he saw him—a male human, little older than his own human, who thrust his way
through the crowd while his own burning stare locked to Seeker of Dreams' human. And something was
wrong, wrong,wrong! Seeker of Dreams tasted the deadness, the emptiness within his mind glow, and
that was terrifying enough. But there was worse. For even as the empty human forced his way towards
Seeker of Dream's human, some tiny part of him cried out, screaming for help, as if his innermost self
were trapped in a bog of quicksand. That tiny part wailed in terror, fighting desperately against whatever
pulled him forward, yet it could not resist the compulsion, and the taste of the human's despair was
almost worse than Seeker of Dream's sudden realization that the other meant tos/ay his person!

He reared up in her arms, baring his fangs, and those around his human faltered and fell back from the
rippling snarl of his war cry. Some cried out in alarm, and one or two of her protectors reached for the
weapons they carried, but they lacked his empathy. They could not taste what he tasted, and so they
turned towardshim , guided by their physical senses alone, unaware of the danger coming closer with
every instant.

But otherscould sense what he sensed, and he heard the sudden, high-pitched snarls of at least a dozen
People. Dunatis and Musashi, Parsifal and Leaf Hunter and others whose names he had never learned
reached out to him, tasting what he tasted, sensing the darkness through him, and he heard more human
cries of shock and confusion as a wave of cream-and-gray fur exploded from the roof of the new admin
wing.
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Sixteen treecats launched outward in prodigious leaps that carried them clear of the crowd and into the
trees of the landscaped grounds. They flashed through the branches, converging on Seeker of Dreams
and his human and the darkness that threatened them, and consternation and confusion came with them.
Not one human being had the least idea of what they were doing, or why, and there was no time for
anyone to figure it out.

Alvin Tudev heard the 'cat's sudden, rippling snarl. He'd never heard anything like it, but he recognized
its meaning with the instant intuition of instinct. His own head came up, searching for whatever threat the
'cat had detected, but he saw nothing. Only the path to the speaker's platform, and the rows of
spectators behind the barricades holding them back.

But some of those spectators were beginning to react to the treecat's snarling fury. They recoiled,
shrinking away from him, and heads were turning as a flood of additional 'cats flashed through the trees
towards them. They had no idea what was happening, but they would have been more than human not to
be alarmed, and alarm pushed them back. They couldn't move far—they were too tightly packed for
that—but their common instinct seemed to be to avoid crowding the Heir.

All but one. Tudev didn't think about it, for there was no time to think. There was only time to see and
react, and he did. He saw the one person who bucked the movement of the crowd, kicking and shoving
to getcloser to Princess Adrienne, and trained instinct shrieked a warning even louder than the 'cat's
snarls.

Seeker of Dreams sprang from his human's arms. She tried to prevent him, and he felt her surge of
confused fear—not for herself, but for him—as her arms tightened. But she was an instant too late, and
he arrowed through the air like a vengeful demon. A gray-haired male human flung up his arms, covering
his head with a strangled cry as Seeker of Dreams landed on his shoulders, but he didn't even pause. He
only ricocheted onward like a rebounding ball, on a course that took him straight towards the empty one.

Tudev saw the young man's hand slide inside his jacket, saw the Heir's treecat slashing through the
crowd like a missile, heard the other 'cats' passage through the trees like a gray hurricane. The rest of his
detail was still looking in the wrong direction, drawn towards the only threat they could identify: the 'cats'
movement. Only Tudev realized, however imperfectly, what was actually happening, and there was no
time to explain it to anyone else.

"Gun!" he screamed, and for the second time that day, he flung himself at Princess Adrienne's back.

This time he didn't turn aside at the last moment.
k %k %k

<Alive, Seeker of Dreams!>The mind voice shouted in the back of Seeker of Dreams' brain.<7he
humans must have him alive!>

It was Parsifal. Mind voices were fast and certain, much quicker to give and receive information than the
humans' mouth sounds, yet even so there was too little time for Parsifal to explain what he meant . . . and
Seeker of Dreams did notwant to understand. His human had been threatened. All he cared about was
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the need to end the threat, quickly and forever, and he bared his claws as he bounced from the last
innocent human and launched himself straight into the face of the empty one.

<Do not kill him!>Parsifal screamed, and now Musashi and Dunatis added their mind voices. Seeker
of Dreams hissed defiance, but their command beat in upon him.

The empty human's hand rose, and Seeker of Dreams diverted his attack in the last fraction of an instant.
He hit that hand and its arm with all six sets of claws, and the empty one screamed as centimeter-long
knives of bone sank deep. Needle-sharp fangs slashed the back of his hand, slicing muscle and tendons,
and his fingers sprang open involuntarily. The pistol fell free, bouncing as it hit the ground, and he shook
his arm in frantic horror as Seeker of Dreams clawed and bit and tore.

The programming burned into his brain commanded his left hand to press the button in his pocket—the
one which would detonate the three kilos of explosive he wore like a breast plate. If he'd gotten close
enough, that would have been his weapon to assassinate the Heir; since he had been intercepted, it was
the precaution which should have killed him and half a dozen others—possibly including the Heir, even
now—and so insured no one would ever realize he'd been adjusted for his role.

But powerful though it was, that programming had never counted on eight kilos of enraged,
scimitar-clawed treecat. The pain and shock were too much to be ignored, and his left fist beat frantically
at the monster ripping his right arm to pieces. It was raw instinct, inescapable as breathing, preempting
the commands another had locked him into obeying, and it delayed him just long enough.

Two more treecats hit him, and he screamed in agony as the extra weight took him to the ground. The
newcomers went for his left arm as Seeker of Dreams had gone for his right, and he writhed and fought
madly as the hissing, snarling confusion of gray fur and bone-white claws enveloped him. He had no way
to know the last thing they wanted was to kill him. All he knew was that a tornado had crashed over him,
and there was no time for him to do anything except try frantically to protect his face and eyes.

Adrienne clutched desperately at the treecat, but he squirmed out of her arms like an Old Earth eel, then
flung himself away from her, still trailing that terrible, rippling war cry. She reached out futilely,
instinctively starting after him. She was completely focused onkim , unaware of anything else . . . and
completely unprepared when eighty-four kilos of hard muscle and bone slammed into her from behind.

Her neck whiplashed as Lieutenant Colonel Tudev brought her crashing to the ground. He had no time
to be gentle; he hit her like a rugby player charging for the goal, and her universe went dark as her head
hit the ground.

Seeker of Dreams felt his human's mind glow go out, and a wail of grief and terror escaped him. He
turned from the empty human, streaked and splashed with his target's blood, and the other
humans—those few who had not already gotten as far away as they could—fell over one another in
frantic efforts to clear his path. He shot back towards her, wailing his fear, and behind him two SFS
rangers, a Twin Forks city policeman, and two members of the Heir's security team flung themselves
upon the young man the 'cats had brought down.

Seeker of Dreams scarcely noticed. He flashed across the ground towards his person, and then skidded
to a halt. Another human was just rolling off her back—the big, heavily built human for whom his human
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had radiated such affection and trust—while she lay very still on the ground. Blood seeped from one
temple, darkening her tightly-curled hair and streaking her dark skin, and something deep inside Seeker
of Dreams twisted even tighter at the sight. But he could also sense her mind glow once more. It was
weaker, dimmer and slower, yet it was there, and he felt a great shudder of relief go through him as he
realized she was only stunned.

"Sorry, little guy," Tudev muttered. The wailing 'cat had exploded back out of the confusion like a
blood-soaked ghost, closing in on Adrienne like a homing missile. The lieutenant colonel had already
realized he'd knocked the Heir out when he tackled her, and he hoped to hell that wasa// he'd done. Still,
a concussion was better than a bullet would have been, and he'd had no way to know how efficiently the
new 'cat and the Forestry Service rangers' 'cats would neutralize the threat.

The treecat didn't even look up. It only crouched on all six limbs, pressing its nose beseechingly against
the Heir's face. Its eerie wail had faded, but Tudev could hear the small creature's frantic, buzzing purr
even through the confusion of shouts and screams and other panic sounds. He looked down at the 'cat,
still more than a little groggy himself, then knelt beside it. The shoulder he'd hurt before hurt even worse
now, and it refused to move when he ordered it to, so he used his other hand to stroke the 'cat gently.

"She's going to be all right," he told Seeker of Dreams. ""You saved her, and she's going to be all right."

Henry Thoreau was much too far away to see what had happened, but he knew it hadn't been what was
supposed to happen. There'd been shouts and screams in plenty but no explosion, and he felt a sudden,
dark shudder of fear. The lack of an explosionmight mean some alert bodyguard had recognized the
threat, gotten his weapon out, and killed the programmed assassin, but it was far more likely something
had gone wrong and they'd taken the young man alive. And if they'd managed to do that and handed him
over to a psychiatrist, the fact that he'd been adjusted would be glaringly obvious, and then—

Thoreau swallowed hard. He had to get out of here. Even if they had the kid alive, they'd need time to
figure out he'd been adjusted . . . and by whom. Or they ought to. But he couldn't be sure of that, and he
and Krogman had to get off-planetnow .

Fortunately, the panicked reaction of the crowd should cover his escape. Some people, predictably,
were fighting to get closer to whatever had happened, drawn to the excitement like moths to a flame,
regardless of danger. But a much greater number wanted to getaway from a situation of which they
grasped only fragments, and Thoreau let himself merge into the stream of humanity funneling towards the
park gates.

The treecats called Dunatis and Parsifal looked at one another as the human scouts and hunters
converged on the one Seeker of Dreams, Musashi, and Leaf Hunter had brought down. Other treecats
gathered around them in the trees, and Parsifal tasted the fury washing about their mind glows. The
bright, jagged need to attack flickered within all of them, yet they had themselves under control, and he
turned back to Dunatis.

<This is not right,> he said flatly. <Seeker of Dreams was right. This one—> his tail flipped towards the
bloodied young man being handcuffed below them <—is empty. I have never tasted the like in any
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human, yet there is something. . . . There!> The human writhed madly, screaming a wordless protest
against the alien commands buried within his mind. He fought frantically to obey them even as the tiny,
independent core of him which survived wailed in the bottomless terror his mind-blind human captors
could not understand. <Did you taste it?>

<[ did,>Dunatis replied grimly, and several other mind voices agreed.<This is evil, brothers.>
Lieutenant General MacClintock's companion looked out over the surging sea of humans, and his tail
flicked with fury.<This was done to him. I do not know how, but it must have been the work of
some human evil doer.> The other 'cats nodded. All of them had bonded to Forestry Service
personnel, and all had been forced to confront the division between law abiding people and criminals.</
have never heard of its like, but there is much we still do not understand about the tools and
knowledge of the humans. No doubt theywill know how this could be accomplished. Yet they are
occupied now with surprise and confusion. It will be some time before they think clearly, and they
are mind-blind, unable to taste what hides behind their fellow humans' eyes.>

<Butwearenotmind-blind,>Parsifal said, and Dunatis flicked his ears.

<Spread out, brothers,> he commanded. <It may be that the evil doer responsible for this thing is
nowhere near, that he had no need or desire to witness the working of his plans. But it is also possible he
is near at hand. Seek him, and if you find him, summon us. Perhaps—> there was grim, vengeful
anticipation in Dunatis' mind voice <—we can . . . delay his steps until our humans arrive to ask him how
his day has been.>

Thoreau wanted to use his size and strength to plow an escape route through the crowds, but he dared
not. He had to blend, vanish into the protective confusion, and so he let the press of people carry him
towards the gates. They were moving slower than he would have liked, but at least they were moving,
and—

A high, sibilant hiss from above jerked his head up. Grass-green eyes blazed down at him from a branch
two meters above his head, and the hiss became a low, rumbling snarl as his gaze met those eyes. He
swallowed in sudden terror and started to turn away, only to freeze as another hiss came from the tree
behind him. Another 'cat hissed at him, and then there was another—and another!

Henry Thoreau stood paralyzed as fourteen silken-coated arboreals glared down at him, lashing their
tails while ivory claws kneaded in and out of the tree bark. There was nothing cute or cuddly about them,
and he felt the bright, angry intelligence behind their unflinching eyes as they pinned him with their green
glare.

They know, he thought. The little bastards know I had something to do with what just went down! But
how? How could they know? Unless—

And then he had it. They were empaths, and his emotions might as well have been screaming his guilt at
the tops of his lungs, as far as they were concerned. But they were the only ones who knew. If he got
away, there would be no way they could pass that information on to anyone else.

All he had to do was get away.

He swallowed again, then began to back slowly away.
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He'd gotten perhaps three meters when a needle-fanged tide of treecats came flooding out of the trees.

Ten

Adrienne Michelle Aoriana Elizabeth Winton opened her eyes slowly. Her head hurt, her face hurt, her
back hurt, and her right eye refused to focus properly.A4side from that , she thought woozily,there's not
a thing wrong with me. Now if I could only remember whyl hurt. . . .

She stared up at the ceiling, trying to get her thoughts herded up and moving in a single direction. It was
a difficult task, but then something shifted on the pillow, right beside her left ear. Silky softness stirred,
just brushing the surface of her skin, and she gasped in sudden memory. Her head snapped over, and the
bright green eyes of the treecat looked back at her while a soft, buzzing purr welcomed her awakening.

She stared at the 'cat, and her thoughts were still slow and confused. But she wasn't too confused to
recall that moment when the 'cat dropped into her arms, and she reached out for him once more. Pain
lanced through her skull with the movement, but the 'cat flowed into her embrace, hugging her neck with
his strong, wiry forearms while he rubbed his head ever so gently against her cheek.

"I see you're awake," a familiar voice said, and she looked past the 'cat as Alvin Tudev, one arm in a
sling, appeared in the door of what she now realized was a hospital room. "Good," the lieutenant colonel
went on. "It's been a while."

"How—" She cleared her throat. "How long is 'a while,' and what happened?"

"A while is several hours," he replied. "And what happened is a bit complicated. As far as your
headache is concerned, I'm afraid that's my fault. I hit you a bit harder than I meant to."

"Youhit me?" she repeated carefully, and he nodded.

"One of the things bodyguards do when there may be bullets flying around, Your Highness. There wasn't
time to ask politely, or I would have." He smiled, and she realized his half-joking tone was a reaction to
his relief that she was all right. "As tow/y I hit you, you can thank your little friend." Adrienne raised an
eyebrow, and he shrugged. "He and his buddies have just demonstrated a very good reason for a
monarch or his heir to be accompanied by treecats everywhere they go," he said in a much more serious
tone.

"An assassin," she said. The word came out in a half-whisper and her eyes darkened as she realized
what Tudev was leading up to, and he nodded.

"An assassin," he confirmed. "But the 'cats sensed him before he got into range, and they all went straight
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for him. Your friend got to him first, but the others were only seconds behind. They not only took him
down, they managed to hold him—alive—until us mere two-foots could figure out what was going on
and close in on him. And that," he added grimly, "wasn't as easy as you might think, because the poor
bas—" He stopped and cleared his throat. "The assassin was wired up with enough explosives to send
himself into orbit without counter-grav," he continued, "and he would've done it, too."

"That's crazy," she said.

"No, Your Highness," he said even more grimly. "It was supposed tolook crazy." Adrienne looked at
him in confusion, and he sighed. "We're still just getting started, Your Highness, but it's already clear your
intended assassin was psych-adjusted for the job. It's going to take weeks to even begin finding all the
triggers and compulsions, but it seems pretty evident that one of his compulsions was to blow himself
up—and take you with him, if possible—in order to keep us from realizing he'd been programmed."

"Oh my God," Adrienne whispered, and Tudev nodded.

"I think He—and the 'cats—had an awful lot to do with the fact that you're still alive, Your Highness.
More than that, the 'cats may have caught us a break on cracking this entire plot wide open."

"What do you mean? Andwhat plot?"

"To take your second question first, this had to be an inside job in at least one respect. The killers were
here waiting for you, in position, before your visit was announced. That means somebody gave them a
copy of the Alpha List, because Twin Forks was onlyon the Alpha List; it never appeared on any of the
decoy lists. And that means somebody was able to extract a Blue File and decrypt it, which takes a very
highly placed source, andthat implies a far wider reaching plot than anyone in my line of work likes to
think about. Still, given your father's success in concentrating authority in the Crown, I can see where he
could have aroused the, um . . .forcefulopposition of some powerful people.”

He paused, and Adrienne nodded with a shiver.

"As for cracking the plot, however," Tudev went on with a wolfish smile, "we believe we've got the man
who actually triggered the assassin's attack in custody, and we owethat to the 'cats, too. He was
two-thirds of the way out of the park when ten or fifteen of the 'cats zeroed in on him. The Forest
Service types' best guess is that they were able to pick up his emotional reaction to the failure of the
attack and use that to target him. Apparently," the lieutenant colonel's smile turned even more lupine, "he
panicked and tried to run, and the 'cats swarmed him. They didn't actually hurt him much—aside from a
lot of scratches, some pretty deep—but they absolutely shredded his clothing, and his confidence went
with it. By the time the first Twin Forks cops got there, he was curled up in a knot in a corner of the
fence screaming for someone to rescue him. He practicallybegged them to listen to his confession if
they'd just keep the 'cats away from him. And he did confess, t0o."

"But—" Adrienne paused, thinking as hard as her aching head allowed, then shrugged. "Will that hold
up? Can't an attorney argue that it was coerced?"

"Ah, but it wasn't coerced by an officer of thecourt , Your Highness. In fact, the cops were scrupulous
about informing him of all his rights, and they never threatened him in any way. It was the 'catshe was
afraid of, not them, and the 'cats have no official standing . . . except that of minor children." He
shrugged. "I don't see any problems. Particularly not," he added in icy tones, "in a case like this one."

Adrienne looked at him, wondering if he even realized how utterly implacable he sounded. But then his
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expression changed, and he cleared his throat once more.

"Ah, there is one more thing, Your Highness," he said with an edge of discomfort. "I was, of course,
required to inform His Majesty of everything that occurred." Adrienne nodded, her face expressionless
iron, and he went on. "I commed the first report to him immediately after the incident, because I wanted
to be certain he got it from us rather than the newsies. Since then, I've sent several follow-up reports on
all that's happened."

"I see," Adrienne said.

"Yes, Ma'am." Tudev checked his chrono and drew a deep breath. "Forty-seven minutes ago, we
received a transmission in the royal family's encryption, Your Highness. It was addressed to you. I've had
the com techs set it up on your terminal here, but we require your voice print to release the encrypt."

"I see," Adrienne said again. Then she nodded to him. "Very well, Colonel. Thank you—for everything,
including my life—but [ would appreciate it if you could leave me alone for the next little while." She
smiled wanly. "I've got some mail to listen to."

"Of course, Your Highness," Tudev murmured, and withdrew. There were some things, he thought, no
bodyguard could protect a person from.

Seeker of Dreams had followed the subtle flow and change in the taste of his person's mind glow as she
and the one called Tudev spoke. He liked Tudev—TIiked the taste of his mind glow and his fierce
protectiveness. But he'd also tasted Tudev's unhappiness over whatever he had just told her . . . and the
bitter hurt which had flared through her when she heard it. It was not anything Tudev had done; Seeker
of Dreams knew that. But itwas whatever had caused the great sorrow which every one of the People
had tasted in her mind glow, and he tensed inwardly as she gathered her courage.

He reached out to his link to her and felt it there between them. It was unlike the bond he might have
established with another of the People, for her end of it was anchored in a strange blankness, an
almost-awareness which hovered just below recognition. She knew it was there, he thought; she simply
could not perceive it, could not reach out and complete the weaving another of the People would have
accomplished.

Yet he felt and tasted somuch even through the unfinished weaving, and if she could not reach out to
him, still he could reachin to her. And so he extended himself into their linkage, cautiously, testing each
step as he took it, until he could lay his mental touch upon the grief at her heart. And then, as he would
have with another of the People, he drew that grief to him.

He tasted her surprise, her sudden suspicion that he was somehow soothing her, and his buzzing purr
deepened. She sat up in bed, and he flowed into her lap and curled there, tucking his nose against her,
smelling the strange-not-strange scent of her, and his grip upon her sorrow tightened. It washer sorrow,
not his, and so it did not bite upon him as it did upon her. He was distressed that she felt it, but it could
not hurt him, and he spread himself across its jagged edges. She was mind-blind. He could have reached
in through their link, had he so chosen, and taken her sorrow from her so completely she would feel none
of it ever again, and she could not have stopped him. But that was against the most ancient traditions of
the People. Deeply though he was tempted, he would not do it, for what would begin as an act of love
could well become something else with the passing of time. Even the most well meaning person could do
incalculable damage if ever he decided what pain, what sorrow, he would take from another, for he could
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always find sound reasons to take one more pain, one more unhappiness . . . until the one he loved and
had tried to help became like the empty human who had sought his person's life. Pain and sorrow were
terrible burdens, to be shared with those who loved one and healed when healing was possible. Yet as he
himself had told Parsifal, even among the People, the most powerful mind glows and the strongest People
were often bred of sorrow and the need to face it.

Adrienne looked down at the 'cat, her eyes huge. The subtle touch deep within her was more sensed
than felt—a presence which revealed itself only in the absence of her pain. No, she thought, notabsence.
The treecat had not taken her pain from her; he had simply . . . moved between it and her. As Alvin
Tudev had placed his body between her body and harm, so the 'cat had somehow placed his love
between her and her sorrow. It was still there, and it still hurt dreadfully, but she no longer faced it alone,
and that made all the difference in the universe.

"Thank you," she whispered, bending to press a kiss between his ears, and his purr buzzed still louder as
he leaned his weight against her. For one more moment she allowed herself to luxuriate in his love, but
she had her own responsibilities, and she refused to put off that which she must do.

She drew a deep breath and reached out to the com terminal. It wasn't a standard hospital unit, and her
mouth crooked in a half-bitter grin. The special high security com systems followed her wherever she
went . . . even here, in a hospital room. Had a tech slipped in and connected it while she lay
unconscious? Probably not, she decided. Among the many details her security detachment always
worried about whenever she traveled was which hospital she would be taken to in case of emergency. If
they worried about things like that, then they probably also saw to it that the hospital they chose would
have the proper communications equipment if she happened to need it.

She pushed the thought aside and pressed the acceptance key beside the blinking light of a waiting
message. A soft tone sounded, and she cleared her throat.

"Message release authorization," she said slowly and distinctly. "Adrienne Michelle Aoriana Elizabeth,
Alpha Seven, Hotel Three, Lima."

A moment passed while the computers considered her voice and the authorization code for this trip, and
then the screen lit with her father's face.

He looks dreadful, she thought. His eyes were swollen, and the lines in his face looked etched and
burned with acid as he stared into the pickup. He said nothing at all for several seconds, then inhaled
sharply and began, abruptly, to speak.

"T know why you went to Twin Forks, Adrienne," he said, and she sat very still, for his voice was
different. It was flat, harsh, its edges eroded and ragged—a far cry from the toneless, uninvolved, and
perpetually, lethally reasonable voice she'd come to dread. "I knew you were going before you ever left
Manticore, and it made me furious—just as you meant it to—but I didn't say anything. And because I
didn't, I almost lost you."

His flat voice wavered suddenly with the last four words, and he stopped and clamped his jaw, nostrils
flaring while his cheek muscles clenched. Adrienne stared at the display, stunned, for she had not heard

that much emotion from him in the entire ten years since Queen Solange's death.

"I know I've hurt you, Adrienne," he said finally, his voice flat once more, but hoarse. "I even know how
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and why. I'm not an idiot, however idiotically I've acted. But knowing wasn't enough. It should have
been."

He sounded almost as if he were rambling, but each little burst of words came out in a staccato rhythm,
focused into laser sharpness despite his harrowed tone.

"It should have been enough. Itwould have been enough, if I hadn't been so afraid. But I thought— No,
that's wrong. [ didn't reallyzhink at all, but [thought 1 had. And it seemed safer to be cold, to push you
away, to—" He paused and cleared his throat once more. "I don't have to tell you all the stupid things I
did," he resumed after a moment. "God knows that if I know what they were,you know even better. And
I know I have no right even to hope you might understand why I did it . . . or forgive me for it. That's
why [ won't ask you to."

"But—" He stopped again and drew a long, shuddering breath, and his swollen eyes gleamed
suspiciously. "But I almost lost you today," he said hoarsely. "Perhaps I already have, and I won't blame
you if that's true, but today I almost lost you forever, like . . . like I lost your mother. And I realized that if
Thad lost you, if you'd . . . died today, then any chance I might ever have had to tell you how sorry I am,
or to tell you how much I love you, or to eventry to repair some of the hurt and harm I've done would
have died with you. And I can't have that, Adrienne. Maybe that's the ultimate cowardice—that I'm too
terrified to lose you with the coldness still between us to keep that safe, uncaring coldness there. I don't
know. I only know that when Colonel Tudev's first message came in, [—"

He broke off, face working, and covered his eyes with his hands. His shoulders shook, and Adrienne
heard the treecat in her lap crooning to her as tears spangled her own burning vision.

"I'm sorry, baby," he told her in a shaking voice. "God, that sounds sostupid —so useless and tiny after
all I've done, but I can't— They're the only words—" He sucked in a deep, wracking breath. "I don't
know another way to say it," he said finally. "I won't blame you if you don't forgive me. I made my
choices, my decisions. They were wrong. They were stupid. They were cowardly. But [ made them, and
they hurt you horribly, and if you hate me for that, I earned it, and I know it. But this much I promise you.
It may take something as horrible and terrifying as today to get through to me, but Ican learn, Adrienne,
and whether you can forgive me or not, I will never shut you out again. Perhaps we can never be like we
were before your mother died. If not, the fault is mine, and I accept that. But now Iknow how stupid I've
been. I can't turn away, pretend I don't know. So at the very least, I will treat you as a monarch ought to
treat his heir—as someone to be consulted and involved, whose opinion counts and who has the right to
demand explanations of me. I would like . . . like very much—" his voice cracked again "—to do better
than that, as well. I would like to learn to act like a father once more, but I know that's not something I
can demand of you or order you to let me be. It's a position I'll have to try to earn again. I may not
succeed, but [ intend to try, and—" he managed a shaky smile while tears trickled down his face "—one
thing I've learned to do is try really hard when I want something badly."

"I know you have, Daddy," she whispered through her own tears as he paused once more, and her
hands caressed the treecat in her lap. She'd waited so many hopeless, pain-filled years to hear those
words. Now she had . . . and he was right. In her dreams, she'd seen them coming back together, their
scars magically healed—seen him once more as her adored father, and seen her as his beloved daughter.
But he'd hurt her too badly for that. The wounds went too deep, and that innocent perfection had been
lost to both of them forever. They had become worse than strangers to one another; they'd become
sources of pain, of hurt and loneliness, and that could be neither forgotten nor forgiven in a moment,
whatever she wanted. Indeed, she didn't know if it could ever be forgiven at all.

But I do know that if we don't try, we can never even hope to fix it, she thought, feeling her tears splash
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her hands where they rested on the treecat's silken fur. And at least he's come this far, reached out this
much to me after so long. I can't just rush home and tell him all is forgiven, that it's all water under the
bridge. But I can go home and let him try, and I can try, and maybe we can patch something together
between us once again, if only for the sake of Mother's memory.

"On another matter," her father's voice said from the com, and she blinked, then rubbed at her eyes with
one hand, "I understand I also have to change my opinion of treecats." He managed a more natural
looking smile, and there was a ghost of true humor in his voice. "Colonel Tudev has kept me up to date,
so [ know one of them has adopted you. And I also know he and his friends are the reason you're still
alive. Which means, of course, that [ owe them and all their relatives a debt I can never hope to pay.

"But just because I can't pay it, doesn't mean I don't have to try, so as soon as I finish recording this
message, I'll be sitting down with the Prime Minister to discuss the withdrawal of the Crown's opposition
to the Treecat Rights Bill. The Sphinx Forestry Service will be getting a somewhat larger budget over the
next few months, as well, and [ would be very grateful if you would ask General MacClintock if he would
be so good as to accompany you back to Manticore so that he and I can discuss how best to
clarify—and enforce—the treecats' legal status as quickly as possible.

"In addition," his recorded image looked straight into the pickup, meeting his daughter's gaze levelly, "I
would ask you and your new friend to come home to Mount Royal Palace. I understand from Colonel
Tudev that the 'cats have rather conclusively demonstrated their ability to sense the hostile intent of
would-be assassins. I find that an excellent reason to encourage my daughter to consort with them, and I
intend to ask the SFS to reassign a few of their enforcement personnel to the PGS. More to the point,"
his mouth tightened, and grim pleasure flickered in his eyes, "I agree with Colonel Tudev. This had to
have been arranged with the help of a high-level leak and, probably, with some high-level conspirators,
as well. And that being the case, I am looking forward with considerable anticipation to introducing as
many 'cats as possible to the people here at Court who might have profited from your demise. I know it
won't be admissible in a court of law, but if we know where to look, I feel quite confident that men and
women like Colonel Tudev will be able to find the evidence we require. Or at least," his smile was cold,
"to keep the guilty parties far too busy running for their lives to try any more plots . . . or ever enjoy
themselves or their lives again."

Adrienne felt her own mouth quirking as she visualized the scene as her 'cat and a dozen or so others
suddenly found themselves with the free run of Mount Royal Palace. Whoever had tried to kill her was
undoubtedly well enough connected to realize why they were there, and for the first time in far too many
years, she found herself in complete and total agreement with her father.

For several seconds she smiled at the com while her father smiled out of it, but then his smile faded and
his voice softened.

"But that's for the future, Adrienne. For now, just be well. Come home to me. However foolishly I've
acted, I love you, and I want the opportunity to prove that to you once more. Please."

He stopped speaking and gazed out of the display for a moment longer, and then the message ended,
and Adrienne leaned back against her pillows and hugged Seeker of Dreams to her breasts while fresh
tears misted her vision. He twisted in her arms, wiggling until he could nestle his blunt, triangular jaw
down into the angle of her collar bone, and the deep, buzzing strength of his purr burned into her flesh
and sinew.

It was all his doing, she realized wonderingly. He'd dropped into her life like a whirlwind, and he was the
only reason she was still alive. He and his friends were the only reason anyone even knew there'd been a
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plot to be discovered, not simply some lone, deranged assassin, and they were the ones who were most
likely to discover who the plotters were. And if the miracle she'd prayed for occurred—if somehow she
and her father were able to piece back together even a shadow of the warmth and love they once had
known—that, too, would be possible only because of the 'cat in her arms.

"T haven't even named you," she whispered into one tufted ear, and the ear twitched. The 'cat raised his
head just enough to look into her eyes, and she smiled tremulously. "I guess I really am one of the
slowpokes Colonel MacClintock was talking about," she told him, "but you'll have to be patient with me.
It has to be the right name for all you've accomplished this afternoon . . . and somehow I don't think
you'd like 'Miracle Worker' very much when you learned what it meant!"

Seeker of Dreams gazed into his human's eyes and tasted the fragile bubble of amusement deep within
her. He did not yet understand what had passed between her and her father, but there would be time for
that, and now that he knew the source of her hurt, he could help her—and her father—deal with it. He
knew he could do that much, and he looked forward to it. But just now, what he most savored was the
humor and the joy within her, and the way the sorrow and the release of long held pain made both of
them brighter despite their fragility.

He felt the turnings he might have known fall away from him, cast aside without regret as his empathy
nestled close to the brightness and the beauty of his person. He would never know what those lost
turnings might have brought to him . . . yet if he had not chosen, had not bonded, he would never have
known even a fraction of the joy and awareness and love that were his now. It was a fair trade, he
decided, and reached up to touch her face with one true-hand.

Adrienne Winton looked into her 'cat's bright green eyes, and ever so dimly she sensed the depths of his
thoughts, the solemnity of his contemplations. There was something painfully profound about the moment,
a sense of decisions made and prices paid, and for one more moment her breath caught in her throat as a
poignancy she did not truly understand swept over her.

But then the 'cat she had yet to name reached out a true-hand. He touched her face, then leaned closer,
until the very tip of his nose brushed hers. His whiskers quivered as their eyes held to one another, so
close her own tried to cross. She held her breath, waiting for some deep, meaningful signal from him . . .
and then he drew back and nipped her sharply on the nose.

"Owwww!" Her hand shot up to cover her nose, but the cat had already sprung away from her. He
landed on the head of her bed and clung there, head-down, with both true-feet and one hand-foot, flirting
his tail daintily while he bleeked laughter at her. She could almost hear his mental "Gotcha!" and she
laughed back at him as she felt her spirit soar.

Seeker of Dreams felt his person's joy rising like sap in mud time, felt the scaly mental scabs cracking
ever so slightly about the wounds deep within her, and bleeked another laugh at her. He remembered
what Sings Truly had said, of how even the best hunter could suddenly find himself the hunted, and he
knew she had been right. He had come hunting his dream; now he had found it, and it had captured him,
and in the fullness of time, it would slay him.
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But if not that, then something else would slay me in time, he thought. And though the choice was mine,
the joy will be a thing we both share. Perhaps our time will be short, but oh, how we shall blaze against
the night! The memory singers of the People will sing our song so long as there are People, and she and I
will go on as one forever!

He gazed down at her for one more brief, endless moment, and then he released his grip on the head of

the bed and pounced upon her, growling and capturing her hand and arm like a kitten, and the happy
music of laughter, human and treecat alike, burned like a beacon against the darkness.

Queen's Gambit

Jane Lindskold

Coming out of a perfect double spiral flip high over the blue sands of the Indigo Salt Flats, Roger
glanced over to see what Angelique thought of his performance. Gracefully poised on her own grav ski,
dark hair whipping behind her in the wind, his wife and queen raised her hand in salute before executing
the maneuver herself.

Her time was a trifle slower, but her control even better. Roger chuckled to himself. The judges—if there
had been any—would have given the round to her.

"Ready for a quad, Angel?" he asked her over their com link.

"Why not?" she replied, her laughter rich. "I can't recall when the conditions have been so perfect.”

"You go first," he answered.

"So you can study my technique?" She laughed again. "As Your Majesty commands."

Her quadruple spiral flip ended with a little flirt that could almost have been counted as another half turn.
King Roger III of Manticore hand signaled his appreciation for her technique, then checked his readouts.
If he was to win this round in their private competition, he needed every advantage to be taken from the
slight wind and the thermal updrafts.

When he judged conditions to be as close to ideal as possible, he glided up into the first spiral. Perfect!

The second went as smoothly, the third without a hitch. He was moving into the fourth, concentrating on
gaining the velocity to imitate Angelique's flourish at the end, when he felt the ski jump under his feet.

He was far too experienced in the vagaries of the grav ski to believe that he had imagined the sensation.
Temptation to ride the jolts out arose—although he had never competed publicly, he knew that he was
among the best grav skiers in the Star Kingdom. But he also knew too well that his kingdom would be
thrust into turmoil if anything happened to him.

Almost as swiftly as temptation rose and was rejected, his left hand was reaching for the tab that would
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release him from the grav ski and onto the stand-by grav pack. Another jolt, this one a buck that must be
visible from the ground, shook his hand from the tab.

Over the com Angelique said, "I'm closing to help, Roger."
"I'm holding, love," he responded, continuing to fumble for the release.

Then impossibly, the grav ski failed completely. The velocity he had brought into his last spiral now
turned against him, ripping his hands away from the release tab.

Below him the salt sands glittered bright, hard, and utterly unforgiving. He died with the sound of his
wife's scream in his ears and the sensation of a distant heart breaking from grief.

Elizabeth III, Queen of Manticore, stood with her fiancé, Justin Zyrr, in the small ante-chamber into
which they had retreated after viewing the holo-video of Roger III's death.

After the first play through thirteen year-old Prince Michael had bolted from the room, sobbing wildly.
His relationship with his father had been affectionate enough, but recently acrimony over Roger's
insistence that the boy enter the Navy had colored their meetings. Now those disagreements would never
be resolved.

Normally, Justin would have worried about the boy, but he had no attention to spare from the tall, slim
young woman who stood like a statue carved of mahogany, her features eloquently displaying her grief.
Physically, they were not much alike.

She was dark of skin, hair, and eyes. Blond and blue-eyed, he was day to her night—a fact that the
news services had happily seized upon and turned into iconography. At twenty-eight, he was the elder by
a decade, taller, broad of shoulder and chest, but with a long, lean build. His posture was vaguely

military, a remnant of his single term in the Army.

Gradually, Elizabeth's expression changed, resolution sculpting the grief into something firm and
purposeful.

"T just don't believe it was an accident," she said, her first words since they had entered the room.

Justin gathered her into his arms, felt some relief as she relaxed within his embrace. It would have been
almost too much if she had rejected the small comfort he could give her.

"Accidents do happen . . ." he began.

"I know they do," Elizabeth interrupted, "even to members of the House of Winton. Edward the First
died in a boating accident. His sister succeeded him. Her name was Elizabeth, just like mine."

Her laughter held a ragged, almost hysterical note.

"Maybe it's bad luck to have an heir named Elizabeth," she continued. "Make a note of that, would you,
my dear?"

Her treecat, Ariel, who had been sitting on a tabletop observing the conversation, gave a reproving
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"bleek." The Queen glanced at the 'cat, then pulled back within the circle of Justin's arms to look up at
him.

Her eyes, dark brown behind velvety black lashes, were wet with the tears she would not shed in
public—not when her bravery was needed to reassure both her little brother and her many subjects.

There had been little enough time for tears in the scant hours since King Roger's death. Directly following
the verification that the King's accident had been fatal, she had been summoned from her Introductory
Manticoran History class at the University and taken to a small student lounge. There, amid much-used
furniture and vending machines, she had learned of her father's death, taken the Monarch's Oath, and
accepted the loyalty oaths of the Speakers of both Houses of Parliament.

From the student lounge she had been whisked into a press conference where—pushing away the
prepared statement—she had spoken of the King eloquently and from her heart.

Roger IIT had been a popular monarch; his sudden death hit his people hard. As the first monarch to
receive the prolong treatments, his people's unspoken expectation had been that he would rule for
decades to come, his wisdom guiding the Star Kingdom of Manticore into the increasingly complex
politics of its fifth century.

"Ariel seems to think I'm being too rough on you," Elizabeth said, softly, through her tears. "I'm sorry,
Justin."

"Apology accepted," he said. "You've been through too much recently. I don't expect you not to snap."

"But I do," she said firmly. "I am the Queen. I'm afraid I'm not permitted to snap. Not even at my
fiancé—perhapsespecially not at my fiancé. You shouldn't be the whipping boy for the rest of the Star
Kingdom."

Justin laughed. "I'd like to say something gracious like: "Yet if your Majesty needs me as her whipping
boy, I would be pleased to serve her in that fashion.' Honesty forces me to admit that I wouldn't like that
role very much."

"But will you serve me?" Elizabeth asked seriously.
"Either you personally or as my Queen," he replied promptly.

He might not be as empathic as a treecat, but he could sense that Elizabeth's mood had shifted. When
she pulled from his arms, it was not in rejection, but because she needed to pace. Sitting in a chair near
Ariel's table, he watched her slim form cross and recross the room, waiting while she composed her
thoughts.

"Justin, I don't believe my father's death was an accident." She paused, held up a hand for silence. "Most
of us prefer to think otherwise, but assassination hasn't been a stranger to the House of Winton.
Remember, there was an attempt on Queen Adrienne's life while she was still Heir, and William the First
was actually assassinated by a psychotic."

"But by apsychotic," Justin protested. "Your father died in a grav skiing accident. We both saw the
tapes. Grav units can go bad. Not often, but it does happen."

Elizabeth began pacing again. "Maybe so, but aside from the fact that my father's security guards always
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carefully inspected any vehicle he used, I have another reason to believe his 'accident' was anything but
an accident."

"What reason?"

"I gave him a brand new ski for his birthday. When I went into his suite to chat with him before he and
Mother left for this jaunt, he made a point of mentioning that he was taking my gift with him. I even saw
that his valet had laid the gear out to be packed."

"Yes?"

"Now, [ only saw the accident on holo-video," Elizabeth said slowly, "but I'm almost certain the ski he
was wearing in that accident was not the one I gave him."

"He could have changed his mind," Justin protested. "His security staft might not have passed the ski for
use. Or you might not have seen clearly when you were watching the holo. The speeds involved were
rather fast."

Justin forbore from adding that her eyes had been misty as she watched the replay of her father's last
moments.

"I know all that," Elizabeth answered regally, "but I still have my doubts. That's why I asked you if you'd
serve me. [ need you to investigate my father's last hours. If he wore a different ski, [ want to know why.
If he didn't, I want to know if the one he wore was properly inspected. I want to know everything."

There was no trace of tears in the dark eyes now. She was every inch a queen. Even if Justin hadn't
loved her, he would have been commanded by her royal aura. When he nodded his assent, she took
both his hands in hers.

"Thank you, Justin. I can't do this myself. I'm going to have too many eyes on me, too many issues to
face. I can't even trust my own security staff. If the ski was somehow tampered with, one of them may
have had a hand in it. You, I can trust."

"Always."

Elizabeth smiled at him, glanced over to where Ariel was purring rather smugly. "I know."

"Shall I leave now?" he said, pretending to take offense at her reliance on the treecat's opinion.

"Stay a bit." Elizabeth sighed. "I expect that soon enough someone is going to come along wanting to
discuss the politics of the succession."

Justin pulled Elizabeth into his lap. Ariel, deciding that this was a good thing, piled into Elizabeth's lap
and began purring noisily, kneading with his true-hands.

"Politics?" Justin said. "What politics? You're Queen. Michael will be your heir. Right?"

"Only to a point." Elizabeth rubbed her hands over her eyes. "By Manticoran law, I must have a regent
until I'm twenty-one T-years. Since I'm past my sixteenth birthday, they can't foist just anyone on me. I
nominate my regent; Parliament confirms or rejects my choice. We do this until we're both happy. I
suspect it could be an ugly time."
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She sat in thoughtful silence for a moment, then, twisting in his lap to face him, she twinkled.

"Then there will be the question of our marriage."

Justin felt a sudden, cold fear that somehow Elizabeth would be taken from him. They had been engaged
with King Roger and Queen Angelique's full approval since soon after Elizabeth's seventeenth birthday.
Could Parliament force Elizabeth to break the engagement, choose another spouse?

"Question?" he squeaked.

This time Ariel's reproving bleek was for both of them—Justin for doubting Elizabeth, and Elizabeth for
her choice of a joke. The treecat rose and patted Justin on the side of his face, his other true-hand resting
on Elizabeth's shoulder.

"I shouldn't tease," Elizabeth admitted ruefully. "Justin, no one can make me break my engagement with
you. I don't even expect it to be questioned. However, the line of succession has just grown shorter by
one. Originally, we planned to marry after I turned twenty-one, right?"

"Right," he answered, his voice back to normal.

"Now I expect there will be some pressure for us to marry sooner."

"I don't have a problem with that."

"Nor I, particularly," she said, "but there will be those who do. Some will think a proper mourning period
should be observed. Others will worry that the distractions of a wedding, a husband, pressure to produce
an heir, will distract me from my duties as Queen."

"So they'll want you to wait."

"Exactly. After all, there are the cadet branches of the House. My Aunt Caitrin and her children can
carry on if something happens both to me and to Michael before I have children of my own. . . ."

Her voice trailed off. Small and forlorn, she leaned her head back against his shoulder, tears trailing
down her face.

"Justin, I don't want to think about it!"
"Then don't," Justin suggested, "for right now. Don't think about anything at all."

When he hugged her, he wasn't at all certain that the purring was coming only from the treecat.

A tentative rap at the door to the antechamber interrupted their cuddling. Elizabeth rose from Justin's lap,
brushed a hand over her hair, and spoke in a calm, level voice:

"Come."

The door opened and a member of the uniformed Palace Guard Service entered and saluted.
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"Y our Majesty, Crown Prince Michael wonders if you would grant him a moment of your time."

Justin raised an eyebrow. Already things were changing. Yesterday . . . this morning even, the guard
would have simply smiled, given minimal warning, and let Michael charge in. Today . . . now . . . until
new protocols were established, Elizabeth must be treated with all the deference and protection due to

her august rank.

Not seeming to notice the change in procedure, Elizabeth nodded. "Thank you, Taki. Ask him to come
in.ﬂ

Crown Prince Michael, Heir to the House of Winton, was widely acknowledged as a handsome boy.
Despite the beginning growth spurts that were adding inches to his height, he seemed to be escaping the
weedy stage of adolescence. Even at thirteen, he resembled his athletic father.

At this moment, however, not even his own mother would have called him handsome. His eyes were red
and his brown skin grubby with tear streaks. He looked at his sister.

"Do I have to bow or something now?"

"Did you to Dad?" she asked calmly.

"Only on court occasions."

"Well then, what do you think?" Elizabeth said reasonably. "Don't be pig-headed, Mikey."

The Prince winced at the nickname, which recently he had decided he'd out-grown. Since "Mike" was
already taken by one of their cousins, he'd started insisting on "Michael."

Elizabeth knew her brother perfectly well and grinned. ""You don't need to remind me what to callyou ,
Michael."

Justin rose from his chair.

"I think you two need some time alone." He kissed Elizabeth lightly on one cheek and patted Michael on
the shoulder. "I'll be in my quarters if you need me. Otherwise, I'll see you at dinner."

The soon-to-be Prince Consort left without further pause. Michael watched the tall, blond man go.
"He's nice," he said, almost grudgingly. "Are you still going to marry him?"
Elizabeth looked surprised. "Of course. No one could stop me. Why do you ask?"

Michael walked to the table, patted Ariel, and flung himself onto the chair Justin had just vacated.
Wrapping his arms around the back, his chin pillowed on the headrest, he looked vastly uncomfortable.
Only years of watching him choose similarly contorted poses reassured his sister that he was not

purposefully tormenting himself.

"I guess," he said, finally answering her question, "I wondered because Dad liked him so much. I thought
he might have pushed him at you."
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"Like he was pushing you into the Navy?" Elizabeth asked, easily following her brother's train of thought.

"Yeah."

"No, marrying Justin was all my idea. From the time I first met him, I realized he was special.
Fortunately, Mom and Dad agreed. All they asked was that I finish college and reach my majority before
we married."

Michael swiveled the seat of the chair and looked up at her.

"Are you going to have to go back to the University now that you're Queen?"

Elizabeth squarely met brown eyes so like her father's that her heart caught in her chest and her own
eyes were hot with sudden tears.

"Don't you really mean 'Am I going to have to go back to military school now that I'm Crown Prince?" "
"Yeah."

Elizabeth shrugged. "That's up to Mom, isn't it? I'm certain I'll be consulted, as will the new Regent's
Council, but I'd guess that Mom's word will win out. Crown Prince or not, you're still her son and the
Navy is a very acceptable profession for a prince. If you want to do something else, you should start by

talking with her."

Michael didn't so much get up from his seat, as erupt, leaving the chair rocking on its heavy base. Fists
clenched, eyes suddenly streaming tears, he faced an adversary neither of them could see.

"I ...Idon'tknow what I want!"

He bent his head, too proud in his young manhood to ask for the hug he so obviously wanted. Elizabeth
embraced him.

"Oh, Mikey, Mikey. . . ."

This time the Prince didn't correct her, just gripped his arms around her waist and bawled into the shelter
of her body.

"Beth ... Beth... We..." He sniffed, brought the words out more clearly. "We fought before he went
away. Dad wasn't happy with my quarter report—said that I wouldn't get into the Academy with those

grades, Prince or not. I told him I didn't care. . . ."

Sobbing engulfed him. Elizabeth squeezed her little brother, wishing she could radiate comfort to him as
Ariel did to her. The treecat caught her distress at the boy's unhappiness.

Elizabeth might be Ariel's human, but he was fond of her brother. Jumping from the table, the 'cat set his
true-hands against Michael's leg and purred loudly.

Eventually, Michael's tears stopped. Releasing him, Elizabeth wiped away tears of her own.

"I...I'm going to miss Dad, Beth," the boy managed. "How can you be so brave? Aren't you scared
about being Queen?"
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"Yes," she admitted, "but I have you and Ariel and Justin and Mom and lots of other people to help me.
I only wish I didn't need to be Queen quite yet. I wish Dad . . ."

A sob rose hot and thick in her throat. She felt Ariel's soothing mental caress, although the 'cat's
true-hands still rested against Michael's leg. With the 'cat's support, she managed to choke back the sob.

"I wish things were different. I wish that we could follow the plan we designed—college first, then some
on-the-job training. Now I don't have a choice."

"And I still do." Michael looked at her, the beginnings of a mature resolve forming beneath the tear
streaks. "Thanks, Beth. You've been a lot of help."

"Good." She reached out and squeezed his shoulder. "There's still time before dinner. Let's go upstairs.
The next week is going to be filled with the coronation, the viewing and the funeral, along with all sorts of
public receptions. This may be our last chance for a bit of peace."

"After you, Your Majesty," Michael said, with a deep bow and a flourish of his hand.

The Queen giggled and, scooping up Ariel, preceded the Crown Prince from the room.

In the Crown Chancery of Mount Royal Palace a very exclusive council met. They numbered five:
Queen Mother Angelique, the Duke of Cromarty, Duchess Caitrin Winton-Henke, Dame Eliska
Paderweski, and Lord Jacob Wundt.

One was wife, another sister to the late King; the remaining three had been his close associates, both
professionally and personally. Only one thing could have drawn them together at a time when each
longed only for privacy to mourn, to compose thoughts and lives torn asunder by the King's sudden
death: their loyalty to the King and his ideals . . . and to the abstraction that was the Star Kingdom of
Manticore.

That did not mean their sorrow didn't show. It sat at the table with them like a sixth member of their
party, one they did not mention but whose presence they all felt. And King Roger, though his body even
now was being autopsied and prepared for public viewing, made an almost tangible seventh.

"Coftee, Allen?" Dame Eliska pushed the carafe across the table's polished wooden surface.

The Duke, slim and elegant, his hair showing silver that had not been there when he began his tenure as
Prime Minister, shook his head. "I don't dare. My stomach is roiling."

"Tsk, tsk, Allen," the Queen Mother said, her teasing tone almost convincing. "Prime Ministers should
never admit to possessing either upset stomachs or nerves."

"T'll remember that," Cromarty promised. "Still, I haven't been Prime Minister very long. Given current
events and the inevitable challenges my majority is going to face, I almost wish another party would take

over."

"Pshaw," was the Queen Mother's only response.
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"You've been Prime Minister longer than poor Elizabeth has been Queen," reminded Lord Wundt.
"Poor, poor child. What a terrible burden she must bear."

"My 'poor, poor child,' " Angelique said almost tartly, "is now your reigning Queen. Such comments
forget the dignity of her office."

Jacob Wundt had been the Lord Chamberlain for the House of Winton since the middle of Samantha
II's reign. Whip-thin, tall, and balding, he had seen Samantha succeeded by Roger and now would see
Roger succeeded by Elizabeth. It was his quiet, sincere desire that he not see the throne change hands
yet again.

His position, privy to the workings of the Royal Family yet not one of it, granted him patience with the
Queen Mother.

"Of course, Your Majesty," he said softly. "I stand corrected."
It was Caitrin Winton-Henke who looked sharply at her sister-in-law.

"Angelique! Your grief is no excuse to forget yourself. Jacob said nothing more than what each of us is
already thinking."

Angelique Winton would not have accepted a reprimand from anyone else, but Roger's beloved sister
had always been friend and confidante to the impoverished commoner who had found herself elevated to
Queen.

"Jacob," she said, turning to face the Lord Chamberlain, "I apologize."

Knowing the Queen's pride and temper (a temper Elizabeth had inherited in full) better than most,
Wundt accepted her apology with a smile.

"We're all weary, Your Majesty, and likely to be more so before the next several days have passed."

"And Elizabeth will be the most weary of all," Winton-Henke added. "Thank goodness she has Ariel to
support her."

Eliska Paderweski cleared her throat. "And ifwe are to support her to the best of our abilities we must
get on to the business at hand."

Dame Eliska's first ambition had been to serve as a Manticoran Marine but, on medical leave following
injuries received during an action against a Silesian pirate base, she had discovered a talent for handling
people and paperwork. This, coupled with the ferocity of her Marine training, had made her an ideal
member of the Palace administration. Over time, she had risen to serve Roger in the coveted role of
Chief of Staff.

"I don't wish to sound callous," Paderweski continued, "but I've already received numerous requests for
interviews with Queen Elizabeth. I refuse to push her, but an official statement from the Palace would be
helpful. Until a formal Council of Regents is appointed, this group must make a few temporary policy
decisions."

"And," Cromarty added, "when Parliament convenes its special session tomorrow morning before the
formal Coronation, I should have some idea of what the royal pleasure will be."
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Duchess Caitrin Winton-Henke lifted a hand for attention. "Why hasn't Elizabeth been asked to join us?"

"I wanted to give her some time to recover from viewing the holo of the accident." The Queen Mother's
voice broke on the last word. "She watched it three times and, despite Ariel's support, she was very
upset. I thought it would be easier for her if she had an opportunity to rest."

"Perhaps." Caitrin Winton-Henke tilted her head in a mannerism that recalled her brother. "I'm not
certain [ would care to have my fate discussed without my presence."

"Discussed only," Cromarty reminded her. "We can't decide anything for her. As difficult as it may be for
us to accept, the college girl of yesterday is our Queen today. We can advise, but we cannot do a jot
more."

Silence filled the small room, broken only by Queen Mother Angelique reaching to refill her coffee cup.

"Then shall we proceed?" Dame Eliska said briskly. "As I see it, we have three issues in front of us: the
choice of a Regent, the selection of the Regency Council, and Elizabeth's marriage."

Cromarty nodded. "If we could begin with the Regent, that would be helpful. The Regency Council,
most probably, will be formed from those candidates we select."

Dame Eliska activated a note pad. ""An obvious candidate is Queen Angelique; another is Duchess
Winton-Henke."

No one protested her nominations. Angelique had been married to King Roger for almost thirty years,
for twenty-five of which he had been King. Her astute knowledge of politics was respected within the
Palace. Although, in the interest of presenting Roger as a strong, decisive monarch, she usually refrained
from public statements of policy, those times that she had chosen to speak had left no one in doubt about
her understanding of the important issues.

Caitrin Winton-Henke had retired somewhat from palace life after her brother had provided first
Elizabeth, then Michael to separate her from the likelihood of inheriting the throne, but Samantha II had
not permitted her second child to grow up in blithe ignorance of political realities. Even though she had
been Crown Princess comparatively briefly, Duchess Winton-Henke took seriously the responsibilities
that went with being a member of the peerage, and her husband made most of his own decisions in
consultation with her.

Her title of "Duchess" might be only a life title, a reminder (along with the Winton name that she added to
her husband's when she married the Earl of Gold Peak) that she was sister to the King and one that she
would not pass onto her children, but those who knew her considered her a perfect example of what a
duchess could be.

"Earl Gold Peak's Centrist leanings—and thus those of Duchess Winton-Henke—are widely known,"
Cromarty noted. "Some may protest that a Centrist Prime Minister and a Centrist Regent would deprive
the Opposition of a fair opportunity to influence policy. The Queen, of course, is above mere party lines."

"True," Dame Eliska agreed. "Do you have any other suggestions?"

Cromarty toyed with his empty coffee cup. "Perhaps a member of the Crown Loyalists would do. They
regularly ally themselves with the Centrists, but they're not precisely of our ranks. Their respect for the
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Monarchy is absolute and should make Elizabeth's dealings with her Regent easier."
"Good point," Angelique said. "Any off-the-cuff suggestions?"

"Howell, Ayre, and Dugatkin all suggest themselves," Cromarty said promptly. "Even if one of them isn't
selected as Regent, I think a place on the Regency council for at least one of them would be wise."

"Remember," Caitrin reminded them all, "Elizabeth is past sixteen. She must make the nomination. I
suggest we present her with this slate and let her make the final decision."”

"I second that motion," Jacob Wundt said. "Elizabeth is certain to have ideas of her own. We would be
foolish to waste time refining our choices further."

Dame Eliska drew a line under her list and started a new page with the heading "Marriage."
"And the Queen's marriage?" she asked.

"I suggest," the Queen Mother said, "that I issue a personal statement reaffirming my support for
Elizabeth's choice in her fiancé. I cannot believe that Elizabeth willnot want to marry Justin."

"True," Wundt said. "He was with her at the holo viewing earlier today."

"Timing for the marriage could be an issue," Paderweski warned. "Too quickly and she may be seen as
callous. Too slowly and concern about the succession will be inevitable."

"Elizabeth's coronation is tomorrow," Wundt said. "That and the King's funeral will feed the public desire
for ceremony for a time. Perhaps asking her to delay her marriage until a politically sensitive moment
would be wise."

"It very well might sway the Commons," Cromarty admitted. "After Elizabeth's engagement, support for
a few of King Roger's less popular policies rose there. I'm not certain a wedding would help much in the

Lords beyond the Crown Royalists."

Dame Eliska drummed against the table with her stylus. "It's hard to say. I can have my staff conduct
some discreet opinion polls."

"Good idea," Caitrin said. "On such a personal issue, I would prefer to present Elizabeth with more than
our own conjectures."

Nods rippled around the table.

Paderweski scribbled a note, then said, "If we could take a few minutes for a distasteful subject before
we adjourn, I would like to discuss protocol and arrangements for the funeral. It's been almost twenty-six
T-years since the Kingdom dealt with a monarch's funeral. We're going to need to politely brief many of
those who will be attending."

"L," said Queen Angelique, "have attended at least one. If I might beg to be excused?"

She pushed her chair back from the table and unshed tears glittered in her dark eyes.

"Your Majesty," Wundt said promptly, rising as well.
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As one, the group rose, and Caitrin Winton-Henke looked after the retreating widow, remembering the
society gossip nickname from many years before.

"Poor little beggar maid," she whispered.

In another conference room, in another part of the same city, another very exclusive council was
meeting. As with the council in Mount Royal Palace, several of the members would be recognized as
public figures; unlike the royal council, it was the most heartfelt wish of these councilors that their meeting
never become a matter of record.

Willis Kemeny, Ninth Earl of Howell, was perhaps the most nervous of the lot. A husky man whose
chocolate brown skin suggested a crossover with the House of Winton some time in the past, he was a
highly placed member of the Crown Loyalist party. His name was one of those bruited about as a
possible successor when old LeBrun retired as Party head.

If pushed, trim, fashionable Lady Paula Gwinner, Baroness Gwinner of Stallman, would call herself a
Liberal, yet a perusal of her voting record would reveal expedience rather than allegiance to a particular
political philosophy. The youngest person present—a mere twenty-eight T-years—she defended her
erratic votes as a reflection of her zeal in studying each issue. Most critics when caught beneath the glare
of her golden-brown eyes chose to agree rather than argue.

Neither Marvin Seltman nor Jean Marrou were members of the House of Lords, but they each had held
seats in the Commons for many terms. Their attention to the issues that would influence their constituents
had made them popular and fairly secure. Marrou was even developing a following outside of her own
district.

The last member of the group, Major Padraic Dover, was the only one who did not hold a seat in
Parliament, yet in many ways he was the one most privy to the inner workings of the Palace. A native of
Gryphon, he served in the Bordeaux Battalion of the King's Own Regiment. For the last eight years, he'd
served as a liasion between the regiment and the PGS.

It was Dover who raised his wine glass in an ironic toast.

"The King is dead! Long live the Queen." His voice dropped in tones equal parts menace and triumph. "
OurQueen."

The fierce emotion in his voice could not escape his allies. Earl Howell frowned slightly.

"Elizabeth is not yet 'ours,' " he reprimanded primly. "True, King Roger has been dispensed with, but we
have yet to complete the maneuvers that will enable us to adequately influence the young Queen."

Marvin Seltman, short, dour, ambitious, and embittered by the status quo, nodded agreement.

"But with the King dead," he said, "the field is much more open. Are those of you in the Lords ready to
deal with the issue of the Regency?"

Howell and Gwinner nodded.
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"We've instigated a whispering campaign in the Commons," Seltman continued. "It's difficult. Our house
has always supported the monarchy strongly, but we're not really looking to undermine the
monarchy—simply to suggest that a Regent who is too close kin to Queen Elizabeth won't be in a
position to objectively direct her actions."

"Good," Howell said. "I've been doing the same in the Lords. The Crown Loyalist's unstinting support of
the monarchy stands me in good stead there. After the special session tomorrow, I'll have a better idea of
what's being planned."

"Cromarty," Padraic Dover added, "is at Mount Royal today. I doubt that the visit is purely social."

"Certainly not," Howell sniffed. "Cromarty's Centrists may have been effective toadies to his Late
Majesty, but he wasn't of their social circle."

"Duchess Winton-Henke is also at Mount Royal," Dover said. "Her husband and children are due this
evening."

"Winton-Henke is a likely candidate for Regent," Howell said. "If you should hear anything that can be
used to undermine her . . ."

"Of course I'll pass it on," Dover said. "However, I'm more interested in learning what you're doing
regarding Justin Zyrr."

"We're doing everything in our power to delay the wedding," Jean Marrou spoke for the first time.

She was a naturally quiet woman, blind from birth. Her optical nerves would not respond to regeneration
therapy simply because there had never been anything to regenerate. The reason for her blindness was
uncertain, but she believed, as her parents had, that her mother's exposure to a strain of Artemesian
measles brought in by a Solarian League trading ship had caused the damage.

Although the Star Kingdom had long traded actively with other systems, Jean Marrou's upbringing had
made her fiercely isolationist. King Roger's policies of trade and expansion made certain—as far as she
could tell—that quarantine procedures would be inadequate and that other innocents would be exposed
to diseases like that which had ruined her eyes.

Lovely, fair, and terrifyingly intelligent, she had responded to Marvin Seltman's gentle probes with a
ferocity that had surprised him. Only her iron self-control made certain that she would not expose the plot
in one of the rare evangelical fits that broke her normal composure.

What Seltman did not know, what would have terrified him if he had, was that among the equipment she
habitually carried was a small computer with a visual scanner. This fed her a steady stream of information
on who was present at a given gathering. It also indicated small details like who was in converse with
whom. Unknowns were flagged and filed as such. Routinely, she analyzed this data and drew the
conclusions that had made her a brilliant political strategist.

Marrou continued, "However, whether we delay the wedding or not will have no effect on Zyrr's
position unless you can follow through with your promise to discredit him in Elizabeth's judgement. You'll
also need to bring yourself to her attention in a positive fashion."

Dover nodded sharply. "I know all that. I've also known Beth since she was a girl. I'm certain [ can win
her over. It's just a matter of getting that interloper Zyrr out of the way."
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"And then," Seltman said, spinning his wineglass between his fingers, "with one of us as Regent and
another as the Queen's spouse, we'll be in the perfect position to steer the monarchy to our own ends!"

After the meeting adjourned, Marvin Seltman and Paula Gwinner departed in the same vehicle. The
other members of the cabal had assumed they were having an affair—a belief they encouraged through
small gestures and occasional indiscreet comments. The real reason for their closeness was coolly
political.

"Your stocks have just paid a dividend," Seltman said, passing Gwinner a small portfolio.

She opened it and smiled at what it contained. Paula Gwinner had been born to a title, but the title had
not come with much in the way of property. That hadn't mattered to her when she was small, but she still
recalled the smarting shame she'd felt as an adolescent when she first realized that some of their social
peers sniggered at her father's shabby evening clothes or her mother's increasingly out-of-fashion formal
wear.

After her own disastrous debut, she had resolved that when she inherited the title, she would somehow
acquire wealth as well. Careful investment of her small inheritance had been a beginning. Gradually, she
had learned to hear the note in a person's voice that meant a bribe was being offered. After some study,
she learned what to accept and what not to accept. Her fortune grew and, when immediate need was
satisfied, she learned to crave power as well.

Marvin Seltman had first approached her in the guise of a member of the Commons courting a member
of the Lords. Only after he was certain of her ambition did he take her into his confidence. Now they
both served a power other than the Star Kingdom of Manticore.

"Then the news of King Roger's death has arrived in the People's Republic," she said, tucking the
portfolio away.

"It has reached my contact," Seltman said, "and our next payment will come when an acceptable Regent
has been announced."

"It's so nice to know Haven is as ambitious as Roger feared." Gwinner smiled as she spoke. "I only wish
I were as certain of our Manticoran allies. Howell may dislike Roger's expansionism, but his Crown
Loyalist training will be clamoring to the forefront in the next several days."

Seltman shrugged. "They were the best I could find. Howell's loyalty to Manticore is unquestioned and
unquestionable—his prominence in the Crown Loyalists makes it so. Happily for us, he can stretch his
definition of the Crown to exclude a monarch whose extra-System politics seem to threaten the status
quo in Manticore."

"I wonder," Gwinner said, "if Roger ever realized how unpopular his decision to annex Basilisk would
be?"

"I'm certain he realized it would have its opponents," Seltman said, "but he trusted that the aura of royal
authority would help him to make his decision work—and so it has for twenty years."

"Eighteen," Gwinner corrected, "and a good thing, too. The Crown Princess was born the same year


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Basilisk was annexed."

"Ah, yes, the 'Duchess of Basilisk,' " Seltman sneered. "Good King Roger's way of making certain
everyone knew he planned to stick to his guns."

"If Elizabeth were much older," Gwinner reminded him, "we wouldn't have the same opportunity to
influence her. I only hope we haven't waited too long as it is."

"She's a college freshman," Seltman waved a dismissive hand. "Right now she's casting about for an
anchor. We will provide her with one—two if we're lucky."

"Do you really think Dover will be able to discredit her fiancé and win her hand?"

Seltman shrugged. "I hope so, but it hardly matters. We needed an ally within the Palace Guard. I had
despaired of finding anyone corruptible until my spies brought me word of Dover's words on the
announcement of Elizabeth's engagement."

"He really had fancied her for himself?" Gwinner asked, shaking her head.

"Why shouldn't he?" Seltman replied. "The Constitution's requirement that the monarch must marry a
commoner raises fantasies with every new heir. Dover's ambitions weren't totally unreasonable, and he'd
plotted a career path that would take him into Elizabeth's orbit. From what he says, she even took a
liking to him when she was younger."

"Apparently she outgrew those fancies," Gwinner said. "It must have infuriated Dover when she
accepted a man who, superficially, isn't all that different from our Padraic."

"T agree," Seltman nodded. "Like Dover, Justin Zyrr is from Gryphon and has a military background, but
unlike our good Dover, he left the Army and went into research and development."

"And met the Princess when she was on a school trip," Gwinner laughed. "Love among the test-tubes."

"Pedestrian, perhaps," Seltman said, "but her relationship with Zyrr is a fact of her life and therefore must
be an element in our planning. If Dover succeeds even partially, Elizabeth loses another reliable support
of her young life."

"Tell me," Gwinner said, "for all the talk in today's meeting about the need to 'discredit' Justin Zyrr, you
don't expect Dover to do any such thing, do you?"

"No," said Marvin Seltman. "What I expect is that Dover will kill him."

The day after Roger III's death began with the formal coronation of Queen Elizabeth III. Following the
ceremony, Justin Zyrr departed Mount Royal Palace for the Indigo Salt Flats where the King had met his
death. He left openly, taking his own private air car, nor did he have a bodyguard. Only after he and
Elizabeth were wed would he be followed everywhere he went.

When he arrived at his destination, he was startled to see his radar display becoming crowded with large
quantities of private vehicle traftic. The PGS had never been happy that King Roger chose to practice a
sport that so exposed him to danger, but at least the Indigo Salt Flats were isolated, many kilometers
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from any dwelling, a quality which had provided a readily sealed security perimeter. Moreover, Roger
had purchased the lands with funds from his privy purse, assuring that the Flats would remain private and
undeveloped.

Justin had visited the Flats a few times to ski with the King. During those visits, he had been captivated
by the deep violet-blue sands rising and falling in glittering dunes. Walking on them with the King, Justin
had made believe that they strolled on the surface of a deep, mysterious ocean.

He felt tears welling and dashed a single burning trace away with the back of his hand, angry at his lack
of composure. If Elizabeth could be brave . . .

The beeping of the air car's com unit came as a relief. A dry, almost mechanical, voice stated:
"Vehicle, please be notified that you are approaching private lands."

"Acknowledged. Is this a private channel?"

"Ttis."

"I'm Justin Zyrr, Queen Elizabeth's fiancé. She asked me to come here."

There was no change of inflection in the official voice: "Climb into a holding pattern while we confirm
your identity."

A stream of coordinates followed and Justin obeyed. Several minutes later, the com unit came alive
again.

"You are cleared to proceed. Stop at the check station for further confirmation."
"Acknowledged."

Justin homed his vehicle in on the beacon that now signaled him from deeper within the Flats. He noted
the line of grav tanks marking a perimeter. Most of those trying to cross that armed line were newsies.
The rest of the visitors seemed content to stop to one side of the line. A regular stream of people were
going back and forth between . . .

He amplified the range on his air car's cameras.

People, young and old, men, women, and children, were filing between their parked vehicles and a
makeshift shrine at the edge of the Indigo Salt Flats. The shrine itself was nothing more than a flat
outcropping of rock, but it was heaped with small offerings: flowers, pictures, folded notes, personal
mementos. He recognized a reproduction of the group portrait taken on his and Elizabeth's engagement,
a withered tenth anniversary coronation wreath, a ceramic replica of King Roger's treecat, Monroe.

Respecting the Royal Family's grief, the people of Manticore were making an impromptu pilgrimage to
the last place on the planet where their king had walked alive. No doubt when Roger was buried his
tomb would become the focus for the outpouring of their sorrow, but for now his subjects journeyed to
the place of his death.

Tears flooded back, hot and unrelenting, and this time, Justin let them fall, trusting the autopilot to bring
him in. He wished Elizabeth were there—and even more that Roger were. Somehow, it seemed too
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much that the King would miss this last spontaneous tribute to his twenty-five years of rulership, to his life
of service.

Justin banished his tears when his air car came in on the tidy landing strip that had been constructed for
King Roger's convenience. A small cluster of buildings sprouted off to one side: guard house, private
chalet, hangars. Each was built to withstand an attack on the sovereign or his guests; each, in the end had
been helpless to prevent the death that had come to the King in their shadow.

As Justin stepped down from his air car, the door to the guard house opened and a man walked out to
meet him. Like all members of the Royal Family's regular security detachment, he was an Army officer in
the scarlet facings of the King's—no, theQueen's —Own Regiment. A tall man, with the well-muscled
look of a heavy-worlder and the shoulder flash of the Copperwalls Battalion, he walked with a slight
limp.

"Justin Zyrr?"
"Yes."

"I'm Captain Adderson." The captain spoke with the clipped accent of the Ice Gia Settlement on Sphinx.
"If you'll come inside, I'll complete your ID check."

"Of course."

Justin hastened to follow Adderson into the cool shadows of the guardhouse. The captain smiled and
indicated a seat near his desk. Glancing around, Justin noted that scanners that would have done a
battleship proud were activated, their data translated into a holotank that, even as Adderson turned to his
new task, he monitored with part of his attention.

"I saw you this morning at the coronation, Mr. Zyrr."

"Were you there?"

"No, I've been assigned to the Salt Flats Detail since my leg was broken—I don't regenerate, and the
docs couldn't fix it perfectly. Most of the time the post is little more than an honorable semi-retirement,
but I've been needed here today. The pilgrims have been showing up since an hour after the King's death

was made public."

Adderson pressed Justin's hand to a print scanner, pricked a blood sample, and then directed him to
look into a optical scanner. His tone as he continued was a trace defensive.

"Some of the Detail thought of the visitors as ghouls and I suppose some were just that—especially the
newsies. Most respect the perimeter, though. They just come to weep and pray. That's why I think of
them as pilgrims."

Justin nodded. "That was exactly my thought when I saw them. What did the newsies think they'd find
here?"

Adderson shrugged. "I don't rightly know. The King's body has been taken away, the wreckage cleared.
All that was completed within an hour of his death."

His voice softened as he spoke, so that the last words were all but inaudible.
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"Were you on duty yesterday?" Justin asked.

Pretending to be busy transferring the scanner results to the personnel files gave Adderson a moment to
collect himself. When he spoke again, his tones were almost normal.

"I was," he said. "And I saw what happened right in there."

Adderson gestured toward the holotank with his head. Behind him the computer pinged its
acknowledgment that Justin's record agreed with the data he had just supplied.

Justin took a deep breath. He could move on now, but if Elizabeth's guess was correct and not simply
the out-welling of grief, Adderson could be a valuable resource—or a potential enemy.

"Could you tell me what you recall of the King's last day—the little, personal details?"
Adderson looked suspicious. "You're not looking to sell this to the newsies, are you?"

"No, I'm not." Justin kept his instinctive resentment from his voice. "I'm asking so that I can tell Queen
Elizabeth. She's just lost her father, her mother is brokenhearted, and her little brother . . ."

"Poor Prince Michael," Adderson said. "So young to have so much sorrow."
"Exactly," Justin said. "I wanted to be able to give Beth a verbal portrait of her father's last day.
Something for her to hold onto during these next few days when it will be too easy to only remember him

laid out for his funeral. Was he cheerful?"

Adderson nodded. "Laughing and teasing the Queen, making plans for their competition. They'd been
practicing fancy maneuvers. She was nearly as good as him—better at some things."

Justin nodded, remembering the holo of the King and Queen gracefully gliding, looping through the air
side by side. For a moment he entertained the terrible suspicion that Queen Angelique might have plotted
to kill her husband, but he dismissed it as soon as it had formed.

"So they agreed to ski separately," Justin prompted.

"That's right," Adderson continued. "The Detail techs checked their equipment, and the King had a bit of
a row with them when they refused to pass the ski he'd brought with him."

"Oh?" Justin felt his pulse quicken.
"Yes, it was a new model," Adderson said, "and they didn't like the power reading on the molycirc
connecting the ski and the belt unit. The King didn't want to hear what they told him, said he couldn't

believe it was malfunctioning, I think it was a new set."

Justin refrained from mentioning that the grav ski had been a gift from the new Queen. If that ever
became common knowledge, Elizabeth's own honor might be in question.

"But he listened to the techs' advice?" Justin asked.

"That's right, in the end he did. He had other equipment stored here, from other jaunts, and he ended up
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using an older set." Adderson frowned. "For all the good it did him."

Determined to distract the captain before he could think too far into the implications of the King's
accident, Justin rose.

"Has the computer cleared my identity?"

"It has indeed," Adderson said. "Unless you've altered your hand prints, eye prints, blood, and genotype,
you are indeed Justin Zyrr. Do you want to tour the grounds?"

"If I might," Justin said.

"Of course you might," Adderson said. "You're as close to the Queen's husband as you might be, and
this is her family's land. The records show that you've been here before."

HYeS.H

"Then you know the basic rules." Adderson chuckled and quoted: " 'Wear a hat and dark glasses to
protect you from the sun's glare, don't eat the salt, and carry water along if you expect to be out more
than a short time.' "

"T have everything I need in my air car."

"Then take your walk. I'll keep a weather eye on you from here." Adderson paused as if considering,
then he continued, "And you may meet another man walking about out there. He's a scrawny fellow with
a fringe of white hair—pre-prolong. I didn't ask and he didn't say, but I believe he may be with the
Security Ministry. The computer accepted his clearance faster even than it did your own."

"Thank you for warning me," Justin said. "I'd have been startled to meet someone out there unaware. I'll
check in with you before I leave."

"Thank you, Mr. Zyrr."

Justin gathered hat, glasses, and a belt flask of water. Then he crunched down the sandy blue slope to
the flats over which the King and Queen had skied just the day before.

He didn't really have much idea what Beth expected him to find. Popular wisdom still held that a criminal
would be drawn to the scene of the crime, but, even if that were true, the assassin would be mingling now
with the throng of pilgrims, perhaps gloating, feeding on their grief, or perhaps feeling remorse, an urge to
confess . . .

No, that would be too easy. Adderson's recollection that the King's ski had indeed been changed for
another set—a set that could have been sabotaged in advance—did lend some credence to Beth's
theories, but then it had been the difference between the skis that had led her to become suspicious in the
first place. To pursue that too closely would be merely to confirm circular logic. He needed something
more.

Trudging across the blue salt sand, he wasn't at all certain he would find anything, but for Beth he would
continue to look.

Using what landmarks he remembered from the holo, Justin located the general area where King Roger
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must have crashed. Here the glittering blue crystal sand was gouged and torn, not only from the King's
fall, but from the emergency vehicles and personnel who had rushed out to him.

Hunkering down, Justin shifted some of the salt through his gloved fingers, knowing even as he did so
that the effort was futile. Perhaps he should go to the morgue where the King's body was being prepared
for the viewing, but what could he learn there? He was no pathologist, no forensics specialist. He was

Jjust a research engineer!

Footsteps crunching across the sand brought him from his revery. Rising and turning in one graceful
motion, he faced the newcomer.

"Justin Zyrr?"

The man who extended his hand in a friendly manner was small and wiry, his features shadowed beneath
the brim of a wide straw hat. Justin's general impression was of twinkling grey eyes set amid deep lines
and a great floppy mustache. He took the proffered hand and shook it firmly.

"I am Justin Zyrr."

"Captain Adderson told me I might find you out here." The man's voice seemed too deep to come from
such a slim chest. "I decided to make 'might' a certainty."

He paused to wipe sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand.

"I'm Daniel Chou."

"With the Security Ministry, Captain Adderson implied."

Chou grinned. "Captain Adderson must have liked you. I don't suppose I'm violating any rules by
confirming your guess. After all, you will be the Prince Consort—and, more importantly, Queen Elizabeth
trusts you."

Oddly, Justin felt himself coloring. There was something about the little man's brash manner that made
him feel like a boy at his grandfather's knee. Given the changes of the last twenty-four hours, the feeling
was not at all unpleasant.

"Shall we hoof it back to the landing strip?" Chou said. "Or do you need to do more looking about?"

Justin glared at the blue salt as if it was deliberately trying to hide the truth from him.

"I'm not certain there's anything to look for," he said.

Chou nodded. "Not here, although we had to look. We may have more luck inspecting the remains of
the grav ski."

"Why should we do that?" Justin asked, reluctant to take anyone into his confidence without Elizabeth's
express permission.

"For evidence," Chou answered. His grey eyes had stopped twinkling. "Evidence to prove King Roger
was murdered. Certainly you don't believe his death was an accident, do you?"
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Everyone rose and bowed as Queen Elizabeth III entered the council chamber. Tellingly, to a long-time
political observer like Duke Cromarty, she accepted the monarch's homage as her due. The fact that
she'd been Crown Princess all of her life might explain part of that calm demeanor, but the Prime Minister
thought there was something more here.

She might be a girl of eighteen, but she was savvy enough to know that those who had raised her might
find it difficult to recall that she was their ruler now. By accepting the homage as offered, she was
reminding them all who made the final decisions.

After the Queen had greeted them, Dame Eliska brought the informal regent's council around to
business.

"This morning's coronation went well. My polls, formal and informal, show that support for the Queen is
high in both houses of Parliament. The sooner the matters of Regent and Regency Council are resolved,
the more likely they are to be resolved easily and in the Queen's best interest."

Elizabeth nodded. "I have reviewed your recommendations for Regent and I think they are all sound."
Even her voice was different, Cromarty thought. She spoke with a deliberate precision, an air of maturity
which was new to her yet far too natural, too . . . inevitable, to be feigned. "Duke Cromarty, do you have
anything to add?" she asked, and he cleared his throat.

"Yes, actually, I do. Apparently, there's some resistance to the idea of having either your mother or your
aunt serve as Regent."

The Queen Mother started. "I protest! There is a long tradition of—"

Elizabeth interrupted her mother with a gentle hand to her arm.

"I need to hear what the Prime Minister has to say," she said in that same, new voice. "Allen, [ am
intrigued by your use of the words 'mother' and 'aunt' to describe two of the candidates for Regent.
Normally, you observe protocol to a fault. Is there a reason?"

The Prime Minister nodded. "Yes, I chose those words because they reflect precisely the scuttlebutt I've
heard. The concern being expressed is that someone as close kin to the Queen as the Queen Mother or
Duchess Winton-Henke might not be in a position to advise but might try to rule in your stead."

"Bluntly put," Elizabeth said, "the concern is that I will be dominated by my mother or my aunt."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"A pity," Elizabeth mused. "I had just about made up my mind that Aunt Caitrin would be an ideal
Regent. No offense, Mother, but Ido think it would be difficult for us to distance ourselves from our
established roles."

The Queen Mother looked hurt for a moment, but then she smiled.

"I agree. It might indeed be hard for me to stop thinking as your mother—and as Roger's wife. You
don't need a Regent who might be inclined to say 'But your father would have done it this way.'"
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Elizabeth squeezed her mother's hand. "Thank you for understanding. I have reviewed this council's
other suggestions and, while I have nothing personal against any of the Crown Loyalist candidates you
indicated, I would prefer to have Aunt Caitrin. Your Grace, do you think the Henke holdings can spare
you?"

Caitrin Winton-Henke nodded. "They can. The Earl of Gold Peak is quite able to discharge his
responsibilities without me."

"Very good."

Elizabeth thoughtfully stroked Ariel for a moment before continuing.

"I haven't forgotten the concern Duke Cromarty reported." Her smile became impish. "I believe the only
way to defuse it is to nominate a candidate who would be unacceptable to Parliament for some reason.
When the fuss over the first candidate has died down and Parliament has been reluctantly forced to reject
my suggestion, then I can nominate Aunt Caitrin. If Dame Eliska is correct, the general desire of
Parliament is to support me. Rejecting a second Regent—especially one so well-trained for the

job—would go against that general impulse."

A moment of silence fell while the council digested both the plan and the new Queen's willingness to
indulge in political manipulation. Duke Cromarty raised a hand.

"Yes, Your Grace?"

"That is very clever, Your Majesty, but what if Parliament confirms your first candidate?"

"There's a simple way to handle that possibility," Elizabeth answered. "I make certain that whomever I
nominate is someone who can function in the role—and someone who will be willing to step down for

Aunt Caitrin after a bit of time has passed."

"You would need to trust that person a great deal," Duke Cromarty warned. "I expect you have
someone in mind."

The Queen nodded, a hint of a grin twitching the corners of her mouth.

"I do indeed." She gestured across the table. "My Lord Chamberlain, Lord Wundt."

"Your Majesty!" Jacob Wundt exclaimed. "I am not fit for the role of Regent!"

Elizabeth smiled at the thin old man.

"You are more fit than many," she said. "As Lord Chamberlain you served and advised both my father
and my grandmother. You are a valued asset to the House of Winton. Moreover, I can convincingly
speak both of my trust in you and in your irreproachable loyalty to the Kingdom."

"But_! "

The Lord Chamberlain's new protest was cut short by Dame Eliska. She looked up from the figures she
had been entering into her computer pad and her smile was broad.

"I believe that Queen Elizabeth's choice will function just as she hopes. I've done some preliminary
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demographic analysis and the Lord Chamberlain should be rejected, but only after sufficient debate that
Duchess Winton-Henke would be confirmed easily."

"And," Duke Cromarty said, "if Lord Wundt is confirmed, he would be a sound Regent. After some
months of service, he could claim that his advanced years make him unable to continue. If we wait to
make that announcement until some minor crisis requires that the Queen have a Regent in place quickly,
then Duchess Winton-Henke should be confirmed without protest."

The Lord Chamberlain's mouth was opening and shutting, but no noise was coming forth.

"Without some gambit like this," Duke Cromarty continued, "I'm uncertain that either the Queen Mother
or the Duchess would be confirmed as Regent. I'm at a loss to explain this sudden surge of
anti-nepotism—anyone who knows the Lords knows that nepotism is the way of the aristocracy—but it

is present."

Elizabeth stroked Ariel, her own features schooled to polite neutrality, but the 'cat's loud purr gave away
his own satisfaction.

"Then this is how we will proceed," she said. "As for the Regent's Council, I would like to nominate
those here present, the Prime Minister, the Majority Leader for the Commons, and at least one of the

Crown Loyalists you suggested earlier."

Paderweski made a note. "When you say the Majority Leader for the Commons, you mean whoever
holds that position rather than Rosanna Wilson?"

"Yes. I don't plan for the Regent's Council to meet over-frequently," the Queen replied. "Therefore, the
added duties should not be onerous."

"And," Caitrin Winton-Henke said, "since the Regency Council will already have the Prime Minister, we
don't need another noble to balance the representative from the Commons, yet we can keep the

suggestion that this is a private cabal to a minimum."

Queen Elizabeth arched her eyebrows. "And why shouldn't it be a cabal? This is a monarchy, after all.
My father was no figurehead, and I certainly don't intend to be one."

A soft chuckle fluttered around the council table. Elizabeth joined in, then continued.

"I realize that I may not have made myself clear," she said. "I would like Duke Cromarty to serve on the
Regent's Council whether or not he is serving as Prime Minister."

Allen Summervale came from an ancient line of Manticoran aristocracy, otherwise he might very well
have given some indication of how very pleased he was by this sign of the Queen's favor.

"Thank you, Your Majesty," he said, bowing slightly. "I will endeavor to serve you well."

Dame Eliska changed something on her note pad. "So I should indicate that the Prime Minister will be
expected to serve on the Regent's Council."

"Yes."

"Very good," Paderweski smiled. "Perhaps their Graces could make some discrete inquiries—check
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with LeBrun—to see which of the Crown Loyalists would be best for the post."
Cromarty and Winton-Henke both nodded.

"I'm willing to bet that Howell will be their choice," the duchess said. "He's been rising steadily within the

party."
"We shall see," Elizabeth said. "Now, are we ready to adjourn? Any more business for now?"
Heads shook around the table.

"Very well. We all have far too much to do. I'm certain that I'll see some of you at the viewing this
evening." She gestured for them all to remain seated when she rose. "Until then."

Ariel in her arms, the Queen departed the council chamber. When the door slid closed behind her,
Jacob Wundt spoke softly, reverently:

"Long live the Queen!"

"Amen to that," Cromarty affirmed. "Amen to that."

Once Justin's air car was aloft, Chou chose to elaborate on his earlier comment.

"We always investigate the death of a monarch, even when, as with Queen Samantha, the cause of death
is apparent and easy to confirm."

"She died from heart failure, didn't she?" Justin asked.

"Everyone dies from heart failure," Chou said with an odd, wry grin. "In Queen Samantha's case, the
immediate cause of her heart's failure was deterioration of her circulatory system beyond the point that
regeneration therapy could effectively repair the damage. However, even that is too specific. She died of
old age, which is not a bad way to go."

Justin nodded, thinking how the concept of old age was changing with the advent of the prolong
therapies. The man seated in the passenger seat would probably die of old age some time early into his
first century. If Justin died from the same cause, he would be closer to three hundred years old.

Did those born just the wrong side of the prolong acceptance barrier resent those who were young
enough to accept the treatment or did they rejoice that their children's lives would be extended?

Certainly the dangers of prolong went far beyond the over-population that was often cited as the
greatest implication of the extended life span. Commoner born, Justin tended to look at the aristocracy
from the outside. The idea of some of the more hidebound members of this most-privileged class being
able to extend their influence for centuries made him shudder. And what would their children do while
they waited to assume their inheritance?

King Roger had seen that Manticoran society faced death by stagnation, which was one he had pushed
for Prince Michael to enter the Navy despite the boy's hesitancy. Would other aristocratic parents be so
farsighted? Silently, Justin resolved that his and Elizabeth's children would not be trapped by their
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parents' longevity.

Daniel Chou interrupted his revery.

"What are you thinking about?"

"Change," Justin said honestly, "and how with King Roger's death Beth could very well be Queen for
centuries to come. It's strange to realize that between her youth and prolong she could reign for nearly as

long as the entire Star Kingdom has been in existence."

"A slight exaggeration," Chou said, "but not by much. That's one of the reasons she would make such a
valuable pawn."

"Pawn?" Thinking of his strong-willed, assertive fiancée, Justin chuckled. "Not Beth!"

"Perhaps not," Chou agreed, "but you forget that most of the Kingdom doesn't know our new Queen as
well as you do. The news media's polite forbearance regarding the monarch's private life has meant that
although the Heir was often in the public eye, those occasions were official, not private."

"I see what you mean," Justin said, "and I begin to understand what you're leading up to."

"If we are to assume murder," Chou said, "then we must look for motive. True, the King had made
enemies, but his death does not strike me as a crime of passion."

"If it was murder," Justin cautioned.

"For the sake of discussion, let us assume it was." The impish grin on Chou's weathered features made it
seem as if he was suggesting a party game.

"Very well," Justin said, less comfortable with the idea.
"King Roger III was well-loved, but his decisions were not always popular. Correct?"
"Correct—especially in the area of foreign policy."

"Now, what if you didn't approve of King Roger's policies? How would you feel about his continued
reign? Remember, he was our first monarch to receive prolong."

"I would be terrified," Justin admitted, getting into the spirit of the game. "With prolong, King Roger
would be in a position to continue those policies for at least another two hundred years."

"And he would most certainly strongly influence his heir," Chou said. "Therefore, King Roger must be
eliminated.”

"You're so cold!" Justin protested.
"Only practical and paranoid. They're required traits for my job."
"Go on, then."

"Obviously, if eliminating the King is to do any good, it must be done within a narrow window of time."
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Chou paused, inviting Justin to pick up the thread.

"Elizabeth," Justin spoke slowly, "must be young enough to need a Regent, but not so young that the
Regent would effectively rule in her stead."

"Precisely!" Chou applauded. "And she must need that Regent for some years, enough years that her
views on policy could be influenced and that influence expected to last."

"When you look at the situation that way," Justin said, appalled yet excited, "King Roger's death
becomes not a random accident or a spur of the moment assassination, but the result of a carefully

developed course of action. Still, I'm not certain we aren't being too paranoid.”

"Very well," Chou said. "Let us look at this from a slightly different angle. When would you say would be
the earliest time that conditions would have gained our hypothetical conspirators what they wanted?"

Justin thought for a moment, weighing the various elements.

"Perhaps when Elizabeth was sixteen. Before that she would have been too easily dismissed as a child."

"Did anything happen to the royal family when Elizabeth was around sixteen?"

"I'm not sure," Justin mused. "I didn't meet her until that very year. I'd never been much interested in the
royal family, to be honest. That's why we hit it off so well. Beth was on a tour of the research lab where [
work and wandered into a restricted area. [ was giving her hell when her bodyguard hurried in. When he
addressed her as "Your Highness' I suddenly realized why this pretty girl seemed so familiar."

Justin felt his face grow hot at the memory and he chuckled.

"She wrote me the prettiest apology letter. It crossed in the mails withmy apology. Beth thought that the
coincidence was so funny that she screened me."

"I imagine you were surprised." Chou laughed.

"Was I ever!" Justin agreed. "We talked for over an hour, just like old friends. Her father was ill and she
really needed a friend."

"Think about what you just said," Chou prompted.
"She needed a friend?" Justin answered, puzzled.
"Right before that."

"Her father was ill." The implications hit Justin all at once. "King Roger was ill—very ill! Not many
people knew that, but Beth told me. I guess she knew I wouldn't let the news out to the media."

"And you didn't."
"But the King recovered!"

"From a viral infection." Chou was no longer laughing. "The Star Kingdom of Manticore takes its good
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health for granted. Most infectious diseases were conquered centuries ago. We were never as isolated as
many colonies. Mutated diseases like those that ravaged Artemis and Raiden never were a problem for
us—especially since we did not let up on the strict quarantine and decontamination procedures from our
expedition days."

"We had our own Plague," Justin reminded him, fearing that the old man had made such an art of
paranoia that he saw conspiracy where there was none.

"Check your history books," Chou said. "The Manticoran Plague most likely evolved from a small family
of viruses the original survey team missed—or that evolved during the six centuries between the initial
survey and the arrival of the colonists. Whatever the case, Manticore is not prone to sudden, unexplained
viral infections—and I find one that strikes the King alone particularly suspect."

"Maybe so," Justin said. "I suppose you have copies of the medical records on his illness."
"I do, and you're welcome to review them."

"I will, but before I trouble Elizabeth with these theories of murder and conspiracy, I want to take a look
at that grav ski."

"Are you saying that the Queen does not share the suspicions that brought you to the Indigo Salt Flats?"

Justin hesitated. "She suspects her father was killed. I don't know what else she suspects. Beth . . . has a
temper. [ don't want to tell her something that might affect her judgement."

"Yet, if we do find proof of murder, she will need to be told."

"I know. Let's just wait until then. Tonight the wake begins. In two days she must officiate at her father's
funeral. That's enough."

"As long as I know that you won't try to keep me from doing my job, I'm willing to wait." Chou grinned,
impish once more. "I would have anyhow."

Justin shook his head in disbelief. One moment coolly paranoid, spinning theories that encompassed not
only murder but grand treason, the next like a creature from a child's pretend, Daniel Chou was not an
easy man to understand. Fortunately, he was an easy man to trust.

After departing the council, Elizabeth made her way through the convolutions of Mount Royal Palace
until she came to her father's private office. Motioning to her guard to remain outside, she pressed the call
button, thereby warning the occupant that she was there.

If one member of the family had been more deeply hurt by her father's death than even the Queen, it was
her father's treecat, Monroe. The 'cat had been in the chalet at the moment of Roger's death and his eerie
keening had forewarned the security staff that the accident had been fatal.

Monroe had returned to Mount Royal with King Roger's body, but, unlike a human in a similar
circumstance, he had shown no desire to sit with the body. Perhaps his carnivore's direct view of the
universe accepted more immediately that a body without a spirit was just so much dead meat. Perhaps he
could not bear to see his best friend's form still, cold, and bereft of his animating spirit.
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Since his return to Mount Royal, Monroe had hunched, keening and ragged, on his perch in the King's
office. Not even Ariel had been able to coax him to eat, but Elizabeth visited whenever she could.
Treecat experts, mostly members of the Sphinx Forestry Service, had warned her that Monroe could do
any number of things at this point.

Most 'cats who lost their humans (a frequent occurrence pre-prolong, as a 'cat's natural life-span was
around two hundred years) suicided. That had always been the great tragedy of the human-treecat bond,
yet the 'cats had always made it clear that they accepted the price they paid to adopt their human
companions. Now, of course, prolong promised to reverse the age differential, and no one was certain
how that would affect relations between the two species.

Normally, in a case where the 'cat did not suicide, it simply returned to Sphinx and rejoined its clan,
although in very rare cases, a "widowed" 'cat would adopt another human. So far, Monroe had not
indicated any desire to return to Sphinx, and his palpable grief made Elizabeth fear that she would return
to her father's office to find the 'cat dead.

She slid open the oftice door to find Monroe sitting alone. Several members of her father's staft had
offered to keep watch with Monroe, but the 'cat had become agitated, as if proximity to another's grief
heightened his own.

Ariel bleeked a welcome and leapt from Elizabeth's arms to sit by Monroe. Sitting back on his true-feet,
Ariel used his true-hands to groom the other 'cat. Monroe didn't move, but Elizabeth imagined hopefully
that his green-gold eyes brightened in response.

"Want something to eat, Monroe?" she asked, extending a piece of celery, fresh from the crisper.

Monroe didn't even as much as curl his whiskers. Ariel grabbed the dainty from Elizabeth's hand and
began chomping on it himself, bleeking and chirping what could only be encouragement.

Deciding that her interference could not help, Elizabeth sat in her father's chair and studied the clutter on
his desk. Its very disorder vividly reminded her that he had only planned to be away for a day or two.

"Dad..." she whispered. "l wish . .."

Her soliloquy was interrupted by the beep of her pocket com. She took it out and glanced at it, and the
caller ID told her that Michael was looking for her.

"Yes, Michael?"

"Our cousins are here—Mike and Calvin. Can we come up?"
"You know where [ am?"

"T asked Dover. You're in Dad's office again."

"That's right. Sure, bring them up. Did Uncle Anson come, too?"
"He's with Aunt Caitrin and Mom."

"Then come up. We have some time before the viewing."
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Switching off the intercom, Elizabeth swiveled her father's chair so that she could look out the window.
Below she could just see the edges of the Blue Hall where preparations were being made for her father's
final public duty.

" "Viewing." It sounds so cold," she mused aloud.

She hadn't expected any response so when a furious snarl greeted her words she leapt up and turned.
On his perch, Monroe had risen on all six feet, arched his back, and was hissing at the group clustered in
the doorway.

"T guess we should have knocked," Michael managed to say, his eyes wide.

"Don't worry," Elizabeth said, motioning them into the room. "Monroe hasn't been himself since Dad
died."

Her words were comforting, but she did not dismiss the 'cat's response lightly. Ariel reinforced her own
impression that Monroe had been reacting to something—or someone—specific.

Who or what? Certainly the 'cat had not been responding to any of the small group now clustered in the
office. The Henke cousins had been in and out of the Palace all of Elizabeth's life. It couldn't have been
Mike or Cal that Monroe had spat at.

Who though? Not for the first time, Elizabeth wished that her ability to communicate with Ariel extended
beyond their empathic bond. Ariel certainly knew more than he could tell, but they were trapped by an
unbreachable language barrier.

Even if Monroe had caught a stray thought or emotion from someone passing by, there had been the
usual corridor traffic in addition to the guards escorting Michael and the Henkes, far too many people in
the area to make guessing easy.

Impulse passed, Monroe was now slouched in his earlier apathy.

Shaking her head, Elizabeth filed the mystery for later consideration and turned her attention to her
cousins. Both were darker skinned than Michael or Beth and both wore their curly hair close-cropped,
but there was no doubt which of the two was the girl.

Michelle Henke—firmly established as "Mike," much to Prince Michael's disgruntlement—possessed
definite femininity that not even the uniform of a Navy lieutenant could disguise. Her brother, Calvin, had
taken his degree on Manticore and was already firmly in place as the Earl of Gold Peak's right-hand man.

Mike was the first to bridge the silence. She crossed to Elizabeth and embraced her. The Queen was
touched to realize that despite her own deep and very real grief, Mike's dominant emotion was concern
for her.

"I can't say how sorry I am about Uncle Roger, Beth." Mike shrugged. "There just aren't words."

"No, there aren't," Calvin agreed. "How are you holding up, Beth?"

"They've kept me so busy I haven't really had time to accept that he won't be coming back," Elizabeth
answered honestly.
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"I wish they'd keep me that busy," Michael said forlornly. "I've had too much time to think. Mike, what
can you tell me about the Navy?"

"That's a big question, Michael. What is it you want to know?"

"I guess I want to know whether I should . . ." He choked back a sob. "Should I . . ."

"Join like your dad wanted you to?"

Crown Prince Michael nodded.

Lord Calvin Henke dropped into a chair.

"Maybe you should think about it from the other point of view, Mikey," he said. "What would you do if
you don't join the Navy? There aren't many jobs out there for heirs apparent—even if all they're in line
for is an earldom, like me. And unlike me, you can't depend on inheriting the title."

"Depend on?" Michael looked puzzled.

"Unless I die first," Calvin clarified, "I will someday inherit my father's title and responsibilities. In your
case, as soon as Beth and Justin start churning out more Wintons you get shoved back a step or two in

the succession. You have a lot more freedom than Beth or I do. What do you want to do with it?"

Michael frowned. "I never really thought of it that way. Dad was so careful to tell me how important a
duty I had. The way you put it, I'm just so many spare parts."

Mike Henke laughed, a rich contralto that warmed the room.

"Welcome to the club, cousin. I, for one, want to stay spare parts. Cal can be Earl. I'm going to be an
Admiral. How about you?"

When the thirteen year-old didn't answer, Calvin picked up the discussion.

"Honestly, Michael, you could get away without doing much of anything. There's always a demand for
royals to officiate at ceremonies. Or you could get into politics. One of the advantages of being a Winton
is you have a seat in the Lords waiting for you. As long as you don't break too openly with Beth, you
could have a vigorous career. The Crown Loyalists would just drool if you were at their meetings. Then
there's the ambitious younger set. You could join them."

Michael's eyes widened. "I don't want to make a career of meetings! Dad always made Beth and me go
to some of the open sessions of Parliament. I've never been so bored!"

"Think about it," Calvin said, refusing to relent. "There is power there, power and influence. Not all of it
would be because your sister is the Queen."

Beth hid her smile in Ariel's fur as Mike took over where her brother had left oft. King Roger should
have let the Henkes double-team Mikey years ago!

"In the Navy," Mike said, "the question of privilege is less important. Oh, sure, there are those who rise
due to family connections—I'm not going to even pretend otherwise. But after a point the jerks get
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bumped out on half-pay and the better officers rise to the plum commands. There's also prize money to
consider. I have an inheritance coming to me and a good allowance, but I love the idea of making my
own fortune."

This last caught Michael's attention. Neither Queen Angelique nor King Roger had believed that their
children should be spoiled. He was still young enough that the idea of a fortune of his own, for which he

would not have to answer to anyone, was quite enticing. Still, he hesitated.

"T'd hate to be one of those who fail," he said, "one of those who end up out of half-pay. What if I flunk
out? My grades haven't been the best lately."

"You won't know unless you try," Mike said practically. "My Academy roommate was a dunce at math.
Her astrogation was more intuitive than logical, but since she had promise in other areas, her instructors
worked with her, and she graduated near the top of our class anyway. You're a prince of the House of
Winton. They're going to have real incentive to work with you."

The intercom chimed, warning them that they would be expected at dinner within the quarter hour.

"Can we talk more about this?" Michael asked. He glanced at his father's desk as if he expected to see
him sitting there. "I want to do the right thing—and not just try to make Dad happy."

"You bet," Mike draped a hand around his shoulder. "Would Your Royal Highness care to escort the
Honorable Michelle to dinner?"

Michael laughed and took her arm with grace.

"In the absence of your fiancé," Calvin said, offering his arm to Elizabeth, "may I escort Your Majesty?"
The playful fashion in which he used her new title reassured Elizabeth that her cousins were determined
to treat her with respect—and not to let her get too far above herself. Happily, she lightly stroked

Monroe good-bye, gathered Ariel, and accepted Calvin's arm.

When the door opened, Monroe raised his head as if listening for something. His head remained raised,
his ears perked, long after the door had closed behind them.

"When do you need to be anywhere?" Daniel Chou asked Justin.

"I need to be at the Palace for the viewing later tonight. I bowed out of a dinner invitation though," Justin
said. "The Henkes—King Roger's sister's family—are coming in."

"Don't you like them?"

"I do, quite a bit, but I thought that the families might relax more if I wasn't present. They need the space
to weep and, even if I am special to Elizabeth, to most of them I'm still something of a stranger."

Chou smiled. "I can see why Elizabeth chose you. You have an innate sense of protocol—very useful."

"I think," Justin said with complete honesty, "that she chose me because I met her and liked her without
realizing that she was the Heir. In fairy tales, the commoner is always discovered to be a princess in


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

disguise. Having been a princess all her life, I think that Beth found being taken for just anyone a relief."

"And soon you will be a prince," Chou said.

"By marriage." Justin turned to look at the old man. "I never wanted to be part of the aristocracy. They
have too many responsibilities. Now, in order to marry the woman I love, I need to take on those
responsibilities. Strange, isn't it?"

"One of life's little ironies," Chou agreed. "Since you aren't expected anywhere for a few hours, let's go
look at the grav ski and then—if you don't mind—get some dinner. My treat. You can drop me off on
your way to the Palace."

Justin nodded. "That sounds good."

They parked Justin's air car in a sheltered space near a small, nondescript, grey, rectangular building
mingled in with other similar buildings. The place was not ugly; rooftop gardens spilled flowers down the
walls. However, it did not register in the imagination.

"This place is constructed to be forgotten," Justin commented.

"That it is," Chou agreed. "A good thing. Come inside."

Justin got an indication of Chou's importance within whatever hierarchy he belonged to when his ID
admitted them past checkpoint after checkpoint without need for query or confirmation. At last, Chou
unlocked a door as plain and nondescript as the building itself.

"Here we are," he said. "All the materials from the crash were brought here. I've done some preliminary
inspections, but [ must admit that [ haven't found anything significant. That's why I went back to the
Indigo Salt Flats, to see if something might have been missed."

"Did you find anything?"'

"NO."

They inspected the shattered gear in companionable silence. Justin's area of expertise was tangential to

grav technologies, but he had used grav units in the past, was familiar in theory with what made the
compact device counter gravity. After a long, careful inspection he glanced at Chou.

VlAnyﬂ]jng?"
"Nothing."

An idea, faint and insubstantial as an evening shadow came to Justin as he stood studying pieces of the
broken ski.

"Adderson said that the King had planned to use a different ski set."
"He said something about that to me, too."

"Do you know what happened to it?"
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"It was brought back here. It's in that case over in the corner."

With a glance for permission, Justin picked up the case and swung it onto the counter.
"Can we run a diagnostic on this?"

"Sure."

Chou did not chatter, merely handed Justin the instruments he needed. Only after Justin had run the
check three times did Chou finally speak.

"Very, very interesting."

"Yes."

"There's nothing at all wrong with this ski set."

Justin set down the diagnostic scanner. "I didn't think there would be. Beth gave it to her father for his
birthday. New sets are rather carefully checked—especially when they're being sold to the Crown
Princess."

"So that means that whoever directed the King away from using this set is in on the conspiracy," Chou
said. "Or so we can hope. I'll do some checking on who was on duty that day, see if Adderson
remembers specifics."

"Would there be security videos?" Justin asked hopefully.

"Not in the chalet. That was the Royal Family's private area. Now, what do you want for dinner?"

"I don't know if T have much of a stomach for eating right now," Justin answered. "I don't think I really
believed that someone murdered the King until this moment."

"We don't have much evidence," Chou cautioned. "What we have is closer to the negative space in a
sculpture—something that helps define what is there but is nothing in itself. A good defense council would
laugh us right out of courts."

"What do we do next?"

"Dinner." Chou leaned and patted him on one arm. "You'll want it later. We'll plan while we eat."

Justin nodded. "Let's go then. I'll let you to pick a place where we won't attract attention."

"I know just the place," Chou promised.

"Some super spy hangout?" Justin tried to joke, but his voice sounded flat even to him.

"Something like that," Chou said. "I was thinking of my apartment. I'm not a bad cook."

"Let's go, then."

They put away both the pieces of the shattered grav ski and the undamaged ski before they left.
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"We haven't found much," Chou said, looking into the room as he dimmed the light and closed the door.
"But it's a beginning."

In a suite in a private hotel so committed to discretion that few people even knew it existed, Marvin
Seltman and Jean Marrou watched the news service coverage of the first night of King Roger's wake.

"Look at them!" Seltman almost snarled. "Most of them actively opposed the King, many of them
probably raised a private toast when the word of his death came, but to see them weeping you would
assume they'd lost their dearest friend."

Jean Marrou turned her blind face toward the news screen. A small implant beneath one ear let her tune
into special detailed commentary. The narration told her which august personages were paying their last
respects to King Roger III of Manticore.

Tonight was reserved for the cream of the peerage. The new Queen and her family were present to greet
them and accept their condolences. Tomorrow the lesser nobles and important commoners would be
admitted—including the elected members of the House of Commons.

"I wonder if the Queen will be present when we attend tomorrow's viewing?" she said.

"Don't tell me you can't wait to meet her!" Seltman snapped.

"I have already met her," Marrou said. "She seemed like a nice child. No, I was not anticipating meeting
a celebrity. I was wondering about her treecat."

"Hertreecat 7" Seltman spoke the word as if he could not believe that he had heard aright.

"Yes, studies show that they have a marked telempathic sense. No doubt it's strongest with those
humans they bond with, but I understand that they can 'read' others as well."

n And?H

"And I was wondering if Queen Elizabeth's 'cat might be able to read us—what we've done."

"They're telempaths, not telepaths," Seltman corrected. "They read vague emotions, not thoughts. Any
treecat attending the viewing is going to be so overwhelmed by strong emotions that any inadvertent
hostility we let leak out will be part of the flood."

"I hope so."

"In any case," Seltman continued. "I feel no hostility at all towards our little Queen. I feel nothing but a
great deal of affection. If our plan works, she is going to be our ticket to advancement."

"And to protecting the Kingdom from adverse out-system influence," Marrou said woodenly.
"Exactly, Jean, exactly," Seltman soothed. "The others should be here soon. I wonder what rumors they

will have picked up? The Queen's nominee for Regent is going to be announced tomorrow, but
Paderweski's savvy. She's going to have permitted some strategic leaks so that the Palace will have
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responses planned."

Marrou touched the implant. "We should know fairly soon. Earl Howell just departed. Paula should be
on her way."

"She wasn't high enough ranking for tonight's little gathering," Seltman said, "but she was going to visit
with some of the ambitious young turks. They'll have an entirely different line than Howell's."

They fell into silence then. To be completely honest, neither particularly liked the other. Jean Marrou
found Marvin Seltman ambitious and coarse. Seltman distrusted Marrou as a fanatic whose dreams
would ultimately come to ruin. Still, for now each believed that the other was useful.

Earl Howell arrived first, Lady Gwinner a few moments after. Padraic Dover, like all members of the
Queen's Own, was standing a "voluntary" extended watch.

As he took his seat in one of the overstuffed leather chairs, Howell looked haggard. Seltman, deferential
as always (although privately he found the older man's lack of backbone disturbing), poured him a snifter
of Gryphon cognac. By contrast, Gwinner was bubbling with suppressed energy. Seltman embraced her,
sniffing lightly for traces of intoxicants. If she had been indiscreet . . . but he found nothing and decided
that her effervescence was purely enthusiasm for a project going well.

"Earl Howell," Seltman said after all were settled with drinks and a plate of delicacies had been in
everyone's reach, "perhaps you could tell us about the viewing."

He wanted to scream "Did you learn anything!" but knew the Crown Loyalist needed to be handled with
extreme delicacy.

"The King's body was laid out very tastefully," Howell began, as if by dealing with inconsequential
matters he could work his way toward the difficult material. "And his widow and children were in
attendance. They seemed quite distraught, but the Queen Mother spoke kindly to me and the young
Queen offered her hand, saying that my loyalty to the Crown had come to her attention and she would
remember it."

Howell's voice broke.

"How sweet of the little Duchess of Basilisk," Gwinner said, only a touch of acid in her voice. "Or now
that her father is gone, will she be assuming the title of Princess of Basilisk thatie took?"

At another time, her approach might have been heavy-handed, but this time it was perfect. Howell
stiffened, sipped his cognac, and much of the exhaustion dropped from his features to be replaced by
something rather like hope.

"Perhaps we will not need to concern ourselves for much longer with the question of what titles go with
that improperly annexed system," he said. "LeBrun told me this evening, confidentially . . ."

He paused until everyone had nodded.

" ... that the Queen in seriously considering a member of our Party for her Regent's council and that, if
he were asked . . ."

"Which he will be," Gwinner interrupted.
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Howell raised a chiding eyebrow, " . . . that I will be his first choice."

"Congratulations," Seltman said. "This also means that you would be considered as a candidate for
Regent as well. Do you have any idea who the Queen will be nominating tomorrow?"

Blind Jean Marrou raised a hand for attention. "May I hazard a guess?"

Seltman was taken aback. Marrou had been with him all evening and had admitted when they met that
she had no idea who the candidate would be. Had she been holding out on him? However, her almost
uncanny talent for political analysis was one of the reasons he had recruited her. It might be amusing to
learn what she would say.

He glanced at the others, saw some reflection of his thoughts in their expressions, and grinned.
"Certainly, Jean. Who do you believe will be nominated as Regent?"

"Normally, I would not hazard a guess based only on listening to news commentary," she began, clearly
enjoying the moment, "but tonight I had the distinct impression that the Lord Chamberlain, Lord Jacob
Wundt, is her choice."

Both Howell and Seltman gasped. Gwinner shook her head, laughing.
"Incredible, Jean! That's exactly what I heard from my sources. How did you know?"

"Listening to the description of the Queen's party tonight," Marrou said smugly, "I noticed that she
frequently called the Lord Chamberlain to her side."

"But this was a social/political function," Howell protested, "that is his usual role. How could you tell that
anything had changed?"

"The frequency, the proximity, the fact that he also spent time speaking with Cromarty. As you know,
Wundt is closer to being a Crown Loyalist than anything else. His new friendliness with the Prime
Minister seemed to indicate that Cromarty now finds him useful."

Seltman nodded. "Interesting. Padraic's reports confirm that Wundt has been part of the informal council
meetings that have been held today. I had assumed his presence was because he could provide
information on the inner workings of Palace protocol. However, My Lord, did you hear anything that
would confirm this?"

Howell had stopped gaping like a fish, but he continued to study Marrou as if her talents were akin to
sorcery. Marrou did not help to settle him by appearing to feel his gaze and turning her blind eyes on him.

"Yes," Howell managed. "LeBrun did say something of the sort. He also said that he expected the party
to be somewhat torn on confirmation. Our platform usually is complete support for the Crown and, as
you've noted, Wundt is by personal inclination one of our own, but his age and the fact that he has not
actively participated in debate on the issues make him a poor choice as Regent."

Seltman rubbed his hands briskly together. "If even the Crown Loyalists have second thoughts, than
some of the other factions must be truly torn. When is the vote for confirmation to be held?"
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"The question will open for debate tomorrow at ten," Howell said. "Protocol demands that it not be
called to the vote until reasonable discussion is held. However, the need to put in place both a Regent
and a Regency council suggests that no one will choose to filibuster."

"I second that," Gwinner said. "Since Wundt has never firmly allied himself with any one party, no group
will see a benefit from delaying the vote. My guess is that we will have a vote by midday tomorrow."

Marrou nodded. "I suspect the pacing in Commons will be similar. Our general support for the Crown
will not extend to rubber-stamping the Regent. A few well-made speeches . . ."

"Can we expect one from you?" Seltman asked. "I am somewhat less popular."
"That's true," Marrou agreed. "Y our personal ambitions are too well-known. While they frequently
garner you respect, since no one thinks you would promote an issue you haven't carefully researched, I

think too much interest in the Regent would seem suspicious."

Seltman stared at her, trying to decide if he had just been insulted. He decided that he had, but that it
was not worth comment.

"I shall hold my tongue then," he said. "You will speak. Earl Howell will certainly be expected to speak,
since he is a rising hope within his party. Paula?"

Gwinner nibbled a piece of cheese before answering. "Let me get a feeling for the mood of the House.
Given my youth and my position as a second-generation prolong recipient, I don't wish to speak out
against an older candidate. It could cause something of a backlash. If I can find an angle that is not age or
party related, either I'll speak or I'll put the idea into one of my more ambitious colleague's minds."

"Who do you have in mind?" Howell asked.

"Sheridan Wallace hates anything that promotes established privilege," Gwinner replied, "but he's smart
enough to say so tactfully. I can use him."

"Who do you think will be the Queen's second choice?" Seltman asked. He was amused to see that
everyone looked at Jean Marrou. Knowing she could not see this, he prompted, "Jean?"

"I can't say based on what I heard tonight," she said honestly. "I will have a better idea after I attend
tomorrow's viewing, especially if I can schedule my timing to match the Queen's attendance."

"She won't be there all day tomorrow?" Gwinner asked.

"No," Marrou said. "The newscast noted that this would be unduly exhausting. Instead, various members
of the royal family will be attending in shifts. I believe that the Henkes will be taking on some of this duty."

"They were all present tonight," Howell noted. "Lord Calvin Henke and Justin Zyrr both stayed close to
the Queen. The Honorable Michelle shadowed the young Crown Prince."

"The House of Winton and its offshoots have always been clannish," Seltman said. "Although I don't
have Jean's gift for analysis, I still suspect that the Queen's next candidate will be a family member. Paula,

I suggest that you begin to lay groundwork for why this would be unacceptable."

"I'll do what I can," she promised. "Certainly, Earl Howell can't. It would look too much like
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self-interest."

Jean Marrou stood, balancing herself lightly against the back of her chair. "If we are finished with
tonight's discussion, I believe I will make my way to my hotel. If I'm too late screening my husband, he'll
screen and wonder why I'm still out."

"You could screen from here," Seltman offered.

"No, I would be more comfortable among my own things." She smiled. "Besides, if I am to attend the
viewing during the Queen's vigil, I need to rise early to make some inquiries."

"Good night then," Seltman said.

The earl, with the instinctive social courtesy of his rank, rose and walked her to the door.

Deep in her own thoughts as she left the hotel, Jean Marrou switched off the small computer unit that
regularly scanned her environment and reported on those present. Even if she had not been distracted, it
is doubtful that she would have taken note of the security guard who held the door for her or bothered to

run a cross-check to learn that she had encountered the man before at the estate of the Earl of North
Hollow.

As predicted by many, Lord Jacob Wundt was not confirmed as Regent for young Queen Elizabeth.
After heated debate, a vote was taken and Parliament sent its regretful refusal.

"We'll wait until tomorrow to name Aunt Caitrin as our next choice," Elizabeth said to Dame Eliska and
the Queen Mother. "That will give ample opportunity for the pundits and politicos to guess."

"Should I put out any hints?" Paderweski asked.

"No," Elizabeth said decisively. "I think not. Simply state that I regret the result of Parliament's vote and
will be reviewing their objections to Lord Wundt before selecting my next nominee."

"Acid, Beth," Queen Angelique commented. "Y our father would be proud."

"Thanks," Elizabeth grinned. "Now, I believe | have a few hours in my schedule to spend with Justin. If
you would excuse me?"

"Of course, Your Majesty," Dame Eliska said, concealing a slight smile.

"Have fun, dear," Queen Angelique added. "And give Justin my love."

Ariel romping beside her, Elizabeth hurried off to her suite in King Michael's Tower. Justin, his
handsome features somber, was waiting. After they had embraced, Elizabeth sat him down firmly and

planted herself in his lap.

"Tell me, Justin," she said. "I don't need to be as sensitive as Ariel to know that you have found
something out—and that you don't like what you've learned."

Taking a deep breath, Justin said, "I have every reason to believe that you were correct in believing that
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the King was assassinated."

As concisely as if he were presenting an experiment report, Justin told her of his visit to the Indigo Salt
Flats, of his meeting with Daniel Chou, and, finally, of their conclusions. When he finished, Elizabeth's
eyes shone with tears.

"I knew," she whispered, "but [ so wanted to be wrong."

""Y ou might as well have been for all the evidence we found," Justin said flatly. "Chou is right. Negative
evidence won't hold up in court. We need something more."

"Chou is checking the records for who was at the Flats that day?" Elizabeth queried.
"That's right."

"Then we can't despair until we know what he learned. Justin, you must be my ears and eyes in this.
With the Regency confirmation and the wake, I cannot spare attention."

She squared her shoulders. "Until we know beyond a shadow of a doubt that this is the Kingdom's
business, I must apply myself to ongoing problems."

"Problems?

"Nothing that I can't handle with Cromarty and Mother's advice, but the existing business of the Star
Kingdom didn't stop simply because the King died. Already there are those who are trying to use this
period of transition to their advantage."

"That's hardly fair!"

"No it isn't, but my Parliament is filled with canny politicians. I may not agree with their tactics, but I'm
rather like a starship captain who takes battle damage in a skirmish and then finds an enemy squadron
bearing down. There simply isn't time to complain about fairness."

Justin nodded agreement and chuckled. "It still isn't fair."

"True," Elizabeth squeezed his hand, "but it could be worse."

"How?"

"I could be facing this without you."

Chou wasn't very hopeful when he met Justin late that morning.

"T've checked," he said, "and I have the names of everyone on duty on the chalet on the day of the
King's death and for a week before. No one on the list has the least blemish on record, not that I
expected to find any."

"No," Justin agreed. "Anyone on report would have been put on duty elsewhere. The Star Kingdom
doesn't take risks with its monarchs."
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"And," Chou continued remorselessly, "I've run mock-ups based on the available data and there are
numerous ways the accident could have been caused. The most likely is a small receiver set mounted on
the ski and controlled by remote."

"Wouldn't that have been found during the diagnostic?"

"It would if it was set in the ski's own works," Chou said, "but if it was placed in a strap or within a bit of
decoration . . ."

"Or if the person doing the diagnostic chose to overlook it," Justin added. "Did you find out who
dissuaded the King from using the ski set that Beth gave him?"

Chou nodded. "It was a member of the King's Guard named Padraic Dover. He's a native of Gryphon
and has an impeccable record."

"T've met him," Justin said. "He's been on the Palace staff since Beth was eight or ten. That doesn't make
him a likely suspect."

"No," Chou agreed, "but that's exactly what we need to look for—an unlikely suspect. There is no one
who is likely."

The two men sat in silent meditation, Chou stroking his drooping mustache, Zyrr frowning and chewing
on his inner lip.

"I suppose I'd better speak with Dover," Chou said at last. "Do you want to attend?"

"Why don't I speak with him?" Justin suggested. "If you call on him he's going to know that something is
up. Even if he's innocent, a casual mention of the interview could start rumors."

"The PGS questioning a member of the Queen's Own," Chou mused. "Yes, it might raise questions. You
can talk to him more casually. But I'd like to be present—concealed—if possible."

"We can work something out. Can you get into my suite at the Palace without being noticed?"
Chou merely smiled.
"Then before I leave here I'll try to set up an appointment with Dover so you know when to meet us."

Twenty minutes later, Zyrr had made the appointment for later that same day. Returning to the Mount
Royal complex, he was accosted by Michelle Henke.

"Hi, Mike."
"Justin! You're the very man I was hoping to find."

Zyrr doubted that the Honorable Michelle had found him by accident. Already, the confident young
woman left little to chance.

"What can I do for you?"
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"It's Monroe. He's becoming increasingly despondent. We're worried that he's going to suicide. He
won't tolerate anyone but immediate family near him, so we've been taking turns sitting with him, but right
now everyone is scheduled elsewhere. Michael and I are set to be at the viewing next; Calvin is out
meeting with some of the young turks, trying to sway their vote for one of Beth's projects, Mom is—"

"T get the picture. Do you need me to take care of Monroe?"

"Would you? Michael's with him now."

"Do you think Monroe would come to my suite? Someone is coming to meet me there."

Mike tilted her head thoughtfully. "I don't see why not. A change of setting might be good for him. If he
fusses, you can have your appointment redirected to Uncle Roger's office."

Justin glanced at his chronometer. "I'll run over and relieve Michael one way or another."

"You're a prince!" Mike gave him a quick peck on the cheek.

"Not yet," he smiled.

Laughing, the Honorable Michelle hurried off to don her uniform for the viewing.

Mike, Justin mused as he walked over to King Roger's office, couldn't fail to make an impression on
young Michael. He'd be willing to bet that the Crown Prince was being not so subtly indoctrinated in the

virtues of a Navy career.

When the guard at the door signalled Prince Michael that Justin had arrived, Justin was admitted with
indecent haste.

Michael must have taken the initiative to have his valet bring his formal wear to the office so that he could
dress while he waited, for he stood by his father's desk, nearly attired in his court finery.

"JllSﬁn! "

"You're the second person in ten minutes to greet me with such delight," Justin said wryly. "I suppose |
should be honored. Mike has filled me in and I'm here to spell you with Monroe."

"Thanks, Justin." Michael gestured to where the treecat lay limp and bedraggled on his perch. "He's quit
eating, only drinks a little water. Beth says she thinks the only thing keeping him from quitting is knowing
that we're worried about him."

"So we want to stay close." Justin completely agreed.

He walked over to the limp 'cat and stroked him, suppressing his shock when he felt how sharply the
'cat's backbone stood out beneath the fluffy camouflage of his coat. The cat's eyes were closed and not
even a hint of green flickered when Justin tried to tickle him under his chin.

"Are you even certain that he's conscious?" he said, shocked.

"No," Michael said wearily. He seemed years older than the boy who had burst into tears at the memory
of his argument with his father. "The vet said that Monroe isn't conscious much of the time, but that he
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can probably still feel our concern."”

The Crown Prince extended his arm. "Can you help me with my cufflinks, Jus? These are Dad's. They're
harder to snap tight than my old ones."

"No problem."

Justin fastened the cufflinks and straightened the lace front of the boy's dress shirt. When King Roger I
had become the first monarch of the Kingdom of Manticore, he had commissioned an artist to design
court dress. His only dictums had been that the new attire would be comfortable, elegant, and equally
suited for male or female wear.

The artist had done his work brilliantly, Justin thought as he helped Michael into his jacket. The tail coat
worn over tailored trousers had been borrowed from ancient England. The ruffled shirt with its lace cuffs
had been taken from a slightly earlier time. There was no hat to create awkward clutter, and the footwear
consisted of low-heeled boots that looked elegant while permitting the wearer to stand comfortably for
hours.

By tradition, each noble house had its garb tailored in colors corresponding to those of its family's
crest—in the case of the Wintons dusky blue trimmed with silver, although the Queen wore the red and
gold of the Star Kingdom of Manticore. Awards, marriage alliances, and the like were indicated by slim
bands at the cuffs. Since tradition also dictated that the fabrics be sumptuous brocades, a gathering of the
nobility was awe inspiring indeed.

Commoners wore clothing of similar cut, but avoided both brocades and color combinations that directly
mimicked an aristocrat's heraldry. However, Members of Parliament were encouraged to allude to the
district they represented in the colors they elected to wear.

On the few occasions in his pre-Elizabeth life where a uniform would not serve, Justin had opted for
rather generic colors. Since his official engagement, however, he wore a combination of Gryphon's
bronze and dark brown with bands in the Winton colors at his cuffs. Idly, he thought that before he
dismissed his valet, he had better make certain his clothing was ready for tonight.

When Michael had left, Justin crossed to Monroe.

"Come on, fellow. Time for a change of venue."

The treecat didn't budge from his perch. However, when Justin picked him up he came away with only a
token grasping of his claws.

"You need some fresh air, Monroe," Justin said firmly, aware that even weakened, Monroe could do
him serious harm. "Don't fuss."

Monroe didn't and, although they attracted some attention as Justin carried the 'cat through the back
ways to his suite, they arrived without incident.

Settling Monroe on a heap of pillows at one corner of his sofa, Justin conferred with his valet about the
condition of his formal wear, then dismissed the man until he should call for him.

When Monroe rejected his bribes of celery and he failed to locate Chou, Justin settled down, feeling
slightly disgruntled, to wait for his appointment with Padraic Dover.
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For Padraic Dover the time since King Roger's death had been an exercise in frustration. The first stage
of the plan had gone so smoothly that he had naively believed the second would as well, but he couldn't
even get near the Queen, much less find time to charm her.

Part of this was his own duty roster. His seniority proved to be a bane, granting him special honors such
as standing watch over the King's body. If Queen Elizabeth was not in a meeting, making a public
statement, or keeping vigil with her father's body, she was closeted with family members. Once, briefly,
their paths had overlapped during the viewing, but although she'd greeted him, there had hardly been
opportunity for conversation.

And finding Justin Zyrr had been as difficult. From one of his associates, he learned that Zyrr had visited
the Indigo Salt Flats and wandered about for a while. Otherwise, he had been in and out of Mount Royal
on such an irregular schedule that Dover had not been able to cross his path.

Therefore, Padraic had been astonished when he received a polite letter from Zyrr asking if Dover
would call on him early that evening. For a moment, Dover had panicked. What if Zyrrknew ?

Then he'd reassured himself. How could Zyrr know anything? They had been careful. The receiver had
disintegrated on impact as planned; Dover had destroyed the transmitter himself. As panic ebbed, Dover
realized that a golden opportunity had been given to him. He would be alone with Zyrr—at Zyrt's own
request.

As he inspected his uniform before the meeting, Dover constructed his cover story. He would stick to
the truth for openers. Zyrr had summoned him to his apartment, then he had asked Dover to participate
in some perversity.

Running his tongue over his lips, Dover toyed with his options. He could say that Zyrr asked him to
acquire the services of one of the more notorious courtesans. Or he could say that Zyrr had
propositioned him. Padraic smiled cruelly as he considered how he would feign reluctance to discuss the
encounter, then reveal Zyrr's unspeakable wishes.

Of course, at some point during the encounter as reported by Padraic Dover, Zyrr would have become
violent. Dover would have been forced to defend himself—for once he was glad that Zyrr was such a big
man; it would make his own use of deadly force understandable.

Elizabeth was a sweet, compassionate girl. Surely she could be manipulated to take pity on a shocked
and horrified member of her own Guard. At this point, Dover's thoughts slid into pure, improbable
fantasy. He was imagining Elizabeth's tearful but romantic marriage proposal when his chronometer
chimed, reminding him that his destiny was only moments from beginning.

Pressing the call buzzer, he was somewhat surprised when Zyrr answered the door himself. One of the
holes in his plan had been what to do about Zyrr's valet. He had resolved somewhat reluctantly (for
double murder weakened his story of indignant outrage) that the man must also die.

"Major Dover," Zyrr nodded greeting, motioned Dover into the apartment.

Dover followed with alacrity, sizing up both his opponent and the sparsely furnished living quarters. Not
even the smallest noise betrayed the presence of another person and he began to hope that they were
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indeed alone.

"T've taken the liberty of dismissing my valet so that we can talk in private." Zyrr looked unwontedly
serious. "I must ask you to swear by our shared birth world that nothing we discuss goes beyond this
room."

"I so swear," Dover replied promptly, wondering if his guesses could have been correct and Zyrr
required something illicit of him.

His initial plan had been to kill Zyrr immediately and then fill the remaining time with setting the stage for
the "seduction." Now curiosity got the better of him. He permitted Zyrr to motion him to a chair and
watched attentively as the Queen's fiancé took his own seat on the sofa next to a battered, rather ugly
cream and grey throw pillow.

"I would like to speak with you about certain events on the day of King Roger's death," Zyrr began.

Dover felt a surge of terror, but kept his expression neutral.

"I understand that you were on duty at the chalet when the King was getting ready to go out skiing." Zyrr
paused long enough for Padraic to manage a stiff nod. "Captain Adderson, who was also on duty that
day, recalls that you ran the diagnostic on the ski set the King had brought with him."

Dover's thoughts raced in circles as he tried to reconcile the content of this interview with his glorious
fantasies of only moments before. What had Seltman told him to say if questioned? The words had been

drilled into him before the accident, they must be there . . .

He heard his own voice, sounding flat and wooden: "Yes, I ran the diagnostic. According to the
read-out, the grav ski set was unreliable."

Although it might be considered a breech of protocol, he rose to his feet. He could not kill Zyrr from
across the room. The death blow must be dealt hand-to-hand, otherwise his tale of an over-strong
reaction to a physical advance would not stick.

Blithely unaware of his own danger, Zyrr continued:

"I ran a diagnostic on that very ski set myself," he said, "and found nothing at all wrong with it. In fact, it
was newly purchased equipment, fresh from the factory."

Padraic's wooden voice answered, his mind intent on crossing the few remaining steps: "I only did my
duty, Sir. According to the read-out the diagnostic tool gave me, the grav unit was malfunctioning."

"Perhaps your diagnostic tool was in error," Zyrr said, sounding almost relieved. "Please relax, Major. |
mean you no harm."

But [ mean you harm, Dover thought, and, moving as if to return to his chair, he chopped his hand
down in a killing blow.

It never reached his target. In a sudden fury of spitting, hissing grey-and-cream fur, the ragged throw
pillow resolved itself into the attacking form of a thin, but still deadly treecat.

"Monroe!" Zyrr shouted, lunging to his feet, uncertain whether to go after Dover or the 'cat.
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Dover tried to take advantage of Zyrr's indecision to bring his blow home. The treecat had clawed his
chest, but its prolonged fast and general despondency had so weakened it that what should have been a
deadly assault failed to do more than tear the heavy, anti-ballistic weave fabric of his uniform.

Undecided no longer, Zyrr dodged Dover's blow, but his evasion brought him up against the edge of the
sofa. He fell backward.

With one hand, Dover grabbed at the treecat, ripping its hold from his tunic front. With his other hand,
he fumbled for the pulser at his belt. Shooting Zyrr would be harder to explain, but the apartment was
soundproofed and he was certain that he could be convincing, especially with the marks of the treecat's
assault on his uniform.

He should not have been able to miss at such close range, but Zyrr kicked the low coffee table out so
that it hit Dover in the shins. The shot went wild, plowing a bloody gash across the top of Zyrr's right
shoulder.

Stumbling back a few steps, Dover was reaiming when Monroe lunged at him again. The treecat chose
to forsake the dramatic leap in favor of sinking his teeth into the soft area behind Dover's left knee.

Dover screamed and kicked, trying to batter the six-legged fiend loose and only seeming to anchor the
'cat more deeply. He felt blood running down his leg into his boot, then a dull pain as Zyrr came to his
knees and knocked the pulser from his grasp.

"Surrender, Padraic Dover," a calm voice demanded.

Still trying to dislodge Monroe, he saw that a skinny old man with drooping mustaches had entered the
room, a pulser in one hand. Dover's bowels weakened as he recognized one of the senior members of
the PGS, the comic little man that everyone in the Service knew to fear and respect.

In the face of Daniel Chou's unforgiving gaze, the fight went out of him. Dover dropped his hands.

"Padraic Dover," Chou repeated coldly, "I place you under arrest for attempted murder of Justin Zyrr,
the murder of King Roger 111, and the crime of grand treason."

There was a moment of pure silence and stillness during which even Monroe's muffled growling ceased.
Dover felt the fangs and claws leave his leg. Slowly, he raised his hands.

"

I..." he began.

Then there was a surge of grey and cream and before he could lower his hands, Monroe flung himself
from the fallen coffee table into Dover's unprotected face.

Padraic Dover's world became a wreckage of red. Blood washed down his face, blinding him;
something was wrong with his throat. He couldn't breath. Horrified, he recognized the ragged, burbling
noise as his own breathing and felt the blood flowing down his windpipe, choking him.

There was shouting around him, words about a med team. Someone was pulling the furious treecat
away. It all seemed curiously distant, though. From the one eye that was not washed over with blood,
Padraic saw the ceiling light fixture and realized that he was lying on his back. Odd. He hadn't
remembered falling.
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A voice, powerful, insistent, demanding answers, was questioning him, asking about the King's death, if
he'd had any allies in his crime. He realized that he could choke out a few words if he tried.

"Tell me!" Chou was saying.
"Why should I?" Dover managed to gasp.

And then, pleased with himself, he died.

Later that evening, Jean Marrou went to pay her respects to the King and tried to puzzle through the
subtleties of mood and human interaction. Her implant whispered information from which she wove a
tapestry of who was in favor with whom, who was rising in influence, who was falling although unaware
of the slide from grace.

This was a familiar game to her, one she played without needing to divert much of her conscious
attention to it. Her interest was in the young Queen and those gathered around her. The new nominee for
Regent would be a member of the Queen's family. All the signs pointed to that, although the speculation
that eddied around her proved that others were not as adept at reading those signs.

Her satisfaction faded the longer she observed the royal group. Something was wrong, of that she was
certain. Justin Zyrr hovered closer to the Queen than was his wont—over three centimeters closer on
average than he had during the previous evening's vigil.

The Queen's treecat was edgy and alert—again, more so than it had been the previous night. Her
computer reported that it restlessly scanned the crowd, as if searching for someone. At that moment,
Marrou resolved not to join the line of those slowly filing by the casket, for it would take her too close to
Queen and 'cat.

Catching something of the tension of those she observed, Jean Marrou remained only long enough to be
seen, to trade platitudes with various colleagues, and then to plead exhaustion and retire. No one would
think oddly of that. She had learned long ago that her blindness made people pity her and assume a
fragility she did not possess.

Leaving the viewing, Marrou proceeded by a circuitous route to the rendezvous where she was to meet
her co-conspirators. She would be early, but she could have a drink, compose her nerves, and review
her records to find support for her growing conviction that the next candidate for Regent would be the
Duchess Caitrin Winton-Henke.

Upon arriving at the hotel, she opened the door locks with a series of old-fashioned keys. Computer
locks, while more complex and more secure, also kept records. Eschewing the grav lift, she walked up
the stairs, still working on composing her thoughts. A small corner of her mind was debating whether to
order a small meal rather than a drink as she put her key into the final lock.

As she pushed the door open, she became aware of voices in conversation. Eavesdropping had been a
profitable pastime ever since she was small and discovered that adults tended to forget that a blind child
was not necessarily deaf. Softly closing the door behind her, she waited in the entryway, her naturally
acute hearing augmented by one of the units in her computer.
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Even as her implant informed her that the people conversing were Marvin Seltman and Paula Gwinner,
she recognized their voices. She quashed a small impulse to retreat and re-enter with more noise when
she realized that what she was hearing was not lovers' banter but something much more interesting.

"Dover didn't show up for our rendezvous today," Seltman was saying. "I made some inquiries, and I
believe he may be in disgrace. He may even be dead."

"Lucky for us," Gwinner said.

The clinking of ice in a glass made Jean Marrou smile slightly. Whenever she was nervous, Gwinner
toyed with something. Her voice remained cool.

"I suppose that means that we can give up on our hope that he would succeed in replacing Zyrr."

"True," Seltman said, "but then that was never any more than a long-shot. Dover has fulfilled his purpose
in our plans. Perhaps it's best for us that he was put out of the way before he could realize how futile his
hopes were and decide to betray us."

Something about his inflection on the plural pronouns made Marrou's skin crawl. Seltman continued:

"Our allies wouldn't care to have the plot exposed. Rather than rendering the Queen vulnerable,
knowledge that King Roger was assassinated would solidify support behind her—especially in the
Commons. Normal folk love anything that makes them pity royalty for their lot."

Paula laughed. "True. No one assassinates bus drivers or factory workers. If Dover is truly out of the
way, we are safer. Neither of the others will speak—they have too much to risk."

"I hope so," Seltman said. "Earl Howell is invaluable now—especially if he gets a place on the Regent's
council. I worry more about how Jean would react if she ever realized our friends' part in King Roger's
illness a few years ago. . . ."

"How could she?" Gwinner scoffed.

"There's something witchy about the way she plays with data patterns," Seltman replied. "I wouldn't
underestimate her, not for a minute."

"Do we really need her?"
Marrou held her breath, waiting for the answer.

"Yes," Seltman said slowly, "especially at the start. Her popularity in the Commons makes her an ideal
person to promote some of the policies that will create a favorable atmosphere for takeover."

Gwinner's ice clinked. "She's fairly Progressive in her point of view—we'd do better with a Liberal.
Progressives have the sense to realize Haven is a threat."

Marrou, standing still as a shadow despite an urge to turn and run, bit into her lip to keep from gasping
aloud. Suddenly, those cryptic pronouns were making terrible sense.

"We are creating an atmosphere," Seltman reminded Gwinner, "which will help slow the Manticoran
military build-up. A Progressive can do that as well as a Liberal. Remember, Jean rather desperately
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wants our system to remain a private little archipelago in the cosmos. That impulse will fuel her eloquence
in our cause."

Poised to run, Jean Marrou realized how foolish that would be. If she didn't show for the meeting, then
the others would become suspicious. She must make an entrance, stay, talk calmly about issues, and only
then, when she was safe, consider what action to take next.

Could she confide in Howell? Hardly. He would panic and do something foolish that would get them
both killed. Nor did she feel up to blackmailing the two Havenite sympathizers—even if her own loyalty
to the Star Kingdom would have permitted her to do such a thing.

Chewing the inside of her lip, she reached behind her. Opening the door, she let it fall shut behind her.

"Anyone here?" she called.

Earl Howell had not been happy with Marrou's prediction that Duchess Winton-Henke would be named
Regent, yet he no more doubted her than a primitive would have questioned a shaman. His dreams had
been full of himself as Regent, directing the young Queen, becoming her favorite, his influence extending
for centuries. A place on the Regency Council was not large enough for such dreams.

He had kept the three of them late, discussing options, tactics, plans to stop this nomination as well.
Marrou had planned and plotted with the rest, aware that her safety rested on her being needed.

Then, when the hour grew late enough that even Howell's fervor had diminished, she left. First, in case
someone was watching, she went to her hotel. After waiting a few hours, she went to Mount Royal
Palace. Dawn was not far off when she arrived.

"I need to speak with Queen Elizabeth," she told the astonished duty guard.

"The Queen is getting her much needed rest," the guard said. ""You may leave a message and if her
schedule can accommodate you . . ."

"Please!" Marrou interrupted. "I must speak with her."

"I don't have the authority to awaken the Queen for anything less than an act of war," the guard said
stubbornly.

Marrou played her trump card. "Please! This has to do with what happened with Padraic Dover early
today."

Her blindness felt smothering. She wished she could see the guard's expression, but she forged on.
Remembering the young man hovering at the Queen's shoulder that evening, she pleaded:

"If I can't talk with the Queen, let me speak with Justin Zyrr."
This seemed to decide the guard. Putting her into a small, soundproofed waiting room, he placed a call.

Sometime later, she was escorted to another room. The flatness of the noise around her told her that this
room was also soundproofed.
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The scent of the room held rich upholstery fabrics and some type of incense; the carpet underfoot was
thick and plush. At least she was not in a holding cell. After a time, during which she was offered
refreshments, she heard the door slide open.

Two people entered. One of them her computer identified as Justin Zyrr; the other was a stranger.

Zyrr spoke, "Ms. Marrou? I don't believe— Oh, yes! You're the member for South Shore, aren't you.
You asked to speak with me?"

"Yes."

His words reminded her that she was a person of some small influence—nothing to a Queen or Prince
Consort-to-be, but still someone. She held her head high.

"May I ask for an introduction to the person with you?"

A rasping voice, a slight chuckle underlying its notes, answered, "I'm Daniel Chou. I'm with PGS. Today
I helped save Justin's life when he was attacked by Padraic Dover. I'd certainly like to know how you
knew that something had happened to Dover. We've put a complete blackout on the incident."

"He didn't show up for a meeting," Marrou said firmly.

Chou's voice told her that he was at least as good at reading people as she was. She sincerely hoped
that he would be able to tell that she was telling the truth.

"A meeting," Chou said. "Why don't you tell us more?"

And so she did, sparing nothing, not even her own part in the conspiracy. Apart from occasional gasps
of surprise from Zyrr or a brief request that she clarify some point, they let her speak without interruption.

"When I overheard Gwinner and Seltman talking," she concluded, "I realized their motives and mine
were not as closely linked as I had believed. Honestly, I feared for my own life if they came into power,
but I also feared for the Star Kingdom."

"That's been your motive all along," Chou said, almost teasingly, "if we're to believe your story. You
feared what King Roger would do to the Star Kingdom; then you feared your own allies. Do you have
any proof of this rather extraordinary tale?"

"You can check the places and dates I mentioned," Marrou said. Her hand dropped to the computer at
her waist and, feeling as if she were newly blinding herself, she detached it. "This contains a complete
record of both our last meeting and the conversation I overheard between Gwinner and Seltman."

A hand accepted the device. Without the visual link, she had no idea who, but she imagined it was Zyrr.

"This could be falsified," Chou said.

"It isn't," Marrou interrupted, "but I have an idea how you can prove my good faith."

"How?" Zyrr asked.

"T know something about Sphinx treecats," she said. "I visited there some years ago. My sensors give me
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information enough to navigate, but I hoped that I would be adopted and that the 'cat's senses would
augment my own."

Her shoulders drooped as she recalled the rejection. "None would have anything to do with me, but I
did get a strong impression that they could read emotions. Perhaps the Queen's 'cat . . ."

"Ariel could," Zyrr answered, and Marrou wondered at his slight emphasis on the word "Ariel." "I'll talk
to Beth."

"She needs to know this in any case," Chou agreed. "Go and find her. While you do so, I'll sit with Ms.
Marrou here. We can listen to her recording. Then I'll copy it so she can have her device back."

Jean Marrou could almost hear his smile. "It's quite a remarkable device. It must be of inestimable value
to you."

"It is," she said.

Then the long wait began.

There was nothing extraordinary about Willis Kemeny being summoned before the Queen. His new
nomination to the Regent's council and almost certain confirmation made such a meeting inevitable.

It was rather more interesting that Baroness Gwinner and Mr. Marvin Seltman, MP, should also be
summoned. Although their summons came quietly, through very discreet channels, they reached the ears
of the Earl of North Hollow.

Sitting in his grav chair, his bulk billowing around him, he considered this bit of news, combined it with
certain other information, and smiled greasily.

Calling his secretary, he handed her four invitations and directed that they be sent only after his spies
reported that the four addressees had departed Mount Royal under their own power.

Then he returned to the work of the moment. Somehow, he suspected that Earl Howell would not be
confirmed onto the Council of Regents. Sending out messages, he began to agitate for Baron High Ridge
to take Howell's place. High Ridge's membership in the Conservative Association might make him less
palatable to the new Queen than a Crown Loyalist, but with Howell out of the running, he might just
squeak in. And North Hollow had some very interesting material on High Ridge in his files, material that
might come in useful if the Regent's council needed a bit of directing.

Happily, the Earl of North Hollow went about his morning's work.

When Ariel had finished confirming Jean Marrou's essential honesty and Queen Elizabeth had heard the
recordings, the Queen retired to her privy chamber and requested that Chou, Justin, and Duchess
Winton-Henke meet with her there.

"L," she said pithily when all were gathered and Duchess Winton-Henke had heard the full story, "want
their heads."
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Ariel, bristling in her lap, telegraphed the intensity that Elizabeth would not permit herself to put into her
voice. Monroe, lying on the chair next to Justin, raised his head and hissed.

Neither Chou nor Justin said anything, their gazes turning to the duchess.
"Then all of this must become public," Caitrin said.

"Yes," the Queen said. "What of it? They have conspired to assassinate the King—and succeeded. Two
of them are Havenite minions. All are treasonous."

"They must be given a trial."

"Must they?" Elizabeth's dark eyes glinted angrily. "Didthey give my father the benefit of the legal fashion
in registering protests?"

"If you have them privately executed," Caitrin said evenly, "you are as much in violation of our
Constitution as they are themselves. Would you like to give Haven's other allies an opportunity to bring
action against you? If you are impeached, then Prince Michael takes over a kingdom in chaos. Haven will
certainly strike then."

Justin Zyrr raised his hand in question. "What's wrong with a trial? Daniel and I have found some
evidence, but Marrou's confession and her recordings make conviction a certainty."

"Perhaps." The duchess steepled her fingers and looked over them, her eyelids half-closed. "Before I
continue, let me state that I agree with Elizabeth. I want these bastards' heads. You may forget, Beth, but
Roger was my big brother, my buddy, my—"

Her voice broke. Sipping water, she steadied herself with admirable poise.

"I .am only too aware of the consequences of a public trial," she continued. "First of all, Howell is one of
the three or four most important Crown Loyalists. Public doubt placed on him will weaken the authority
of the party—and, don't forget, they are Cromarty's most reliable allies outside of his own Centrists.

"Secondly," she continued, "publicly trying Havenite spies—both of whom are members of
Parliament—will most certainly start a witch hunt within our government. Members of the Lords hold
their seats by inheritance, but those in the Commons are elected. And the Commons, if [ may remind
you, tend to support Crown policy. If incumbents can be challenged on their imagined Havenite leanings,
the upset may lead to members being elected who will not tend to support the Crown."

Chou nodded, "And open a way for Haven to get more of its lackeys into Parliament."

"Exactly," the duchess agreed. "Who would accuse members elected on an anti-Haven platform of being
a spies themselves?"

Queen Elizabeth listened, her mahogany face stiff, but dark spots of color on either cheek making her
anger readily apparent. Duchess Henke glanced at her, read her mood, but continued relentlessly.

"Thirdly, Marrou would almost certainly be let off with only minor penalties. Her testimony is needed to
condemn the others. Although she has not once hinted that she would plea bargain—"
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Chou interrupted. "I hinted that the opportunity would be open to her and she simply looked affronted.
She's ready to take her licks."

"No matter," Caitrin Winton-Henke said remorselessly. "Marrou's role in the trial cannot help but make
her something of a hero in the public eye. Even if she is barred from holding office thereafter, as a private
citizen she still will be in a position to influence others. Politically, her primary interests are domestic. She
is actively opposed to our foreign policy. If we help to make a hero of her, we will be creating a powerful
adversary."

The Queen opened her mouth, but her aunt's eyes locked on hers and her voice, cold with hard-held
self-control, marched on across whatever she might have said.

"And finally, there are the foreign policy implications of making all this public. If we accuse the People's
Republic of having ordered its paid agents to plan Roger's assassination and then convict those agents of
that crime in open court, the very least that could happen would be severance of all diplomatic relations.
And, yes, there's nothing I'd like better than to punch the bastards who paid for this right in the eye. But
we're notready yet, Beth. That's what Roger was doing, the reason they wanted him dead before he
couldget us ready. They don't want to hit us yet. We're too far away, and they've got too many problems
closer to home. Besides, they probably figure they can use stooges like Seltman and Gwinner to keep
undercutting our efforts to build up any effective opposition. But if it comes to a shooting war now, the
odds are very, very good that we'd lose. If we avenge Roger's death, we risk losing the very thing he
died to achieve."

Queen Elizabeth hit the flat of her palm against the table. Ariel's tail lashed back and forth.

"Y ou make your points very well, Aunt Caitrin, but I cannot accept that these people will be permitted
to go free. If a trial is unacceptable, I must take refuge in our Code Duello."

"Beth!" Justin gasped. "You couldn't!"

"Is the Queen not permitted the same recourse as a private citizen?" she responded angrily.

"Can you fire a pistol?" Chou asked, his tone one of idle curiosity, but his eyes burning.

"I can," Elizabeth said proudly. "My father made certain that both Michael and I had training."

"And how would you challenge them without making public the reasons for the challenge?" Duchess
Henke said. "Remember, each one must accept your challenge. I do not believe Marvin Seltman could
be so goaded. He knows that you have too much to lose if this becomes public."

"I will offer . . ." Elizabeth's voice faded, her eyes flooded with tears.

"And Marrou would have every reason to request a champion," Daniel Chou added. "And the
opportunity for an enemy to offer her the use of a skilled specialist is too great to ignore."

Justin leaned across the table and took Elizabeth's hands in his, ignoring Ariel's growled threat.

"Beth, you'd be killed and for nothing. The end results of a duel would be sufficient to severely weaken
the Star Kingdom."

Queen Elizabeth stayed silent for a long while, her downcast eyes studying the tabletop as if reviewing
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her options. When she spoke, her voice was hoarse with unshed tears.

"I most sincerely hope that I am never forced to refuse any of my subjects the choice you have taken
from me today. I never realized that the Queen would be less protected by the law than the least of her
subjects."

Caitrin Winton-Henke touched her arm. "Why do you think Roger so enjoyed dangerous sports? The
monarch is given great power and privilege, but the cost is so high no sane person would pay it."

"Why should I then?" Elizabeth asked, her voice calm.
"Because you're a Winton," Caitrin answered, "and we all understand our duty."

"Give me your advice then," the Queen said, freeing one hand from Justin's grasp to blot the tears from
her eyes, "on how we should handle this mess."

When the summons to Mount Royal came, Marvin Seltman considered taking advantage of one of the
escape plans he had in place. Something about the little old man with the drooping mustaches who
brought the invitation, rather than the more obvious threat of the two burly "bodyguards" who
accompanied him, made him decide that such an attempt would be unlikely to succeed.

When they arrived at Mount Royal, the sight of his three co-conspirators quashed the vague hopes he
had been nourishing that this was unrelated to his recent extra-legal activities. Swallowing a sigh, he
permitted himself to be offered a seat and put his mind to salvaging what he could from the situation.

The group gathered in the council chamber did not offer a great deal of hope for a happy ending. There
gathered were the Queen, Queen Mother Angelique, Crown Prince Michael, Dame Eliska, Duchess
Winton-Henke, Justin Zyrr, and the little, wizened man who had brought him to the palace.

Queen Elizabeth's expression was cold as space, but the lashing tail of the treecat who crouched on the
back of her chair gave lie to her calm.

"This meeting," the Queen began without further ceremony, "is to be regarded as a state secret, its
minutes to be sealed until at least a century after my death. To speak of the proceedings will be
considered treason—not that I expect that threat to trouble any of you greatly."

Her words were a beautiful bit of irony. They could be interpreted as meaning that she would not believe
any here gathered capable of contemplating treason . . . or that she knew that several of them already
were guilty of it. She continued:

"I am fully aware of—and possess incontrovertible, legally admissibleproof of—the roles the four of you
and the late Padraic Dover played in the death of King Roger the Third. In case you're curious, Padraic
Dover met his death when he attempted to assault my promised husband. Through great good luck, my
father's treecat was with Justin and saved his life."

Her words gave menace to the treecat growling at her own shoulder, but with a thrill of delight, Marvin
Seltman realized that the 'cat was growling from frustration rather than because it intended to attack. His
terrified fantasy that he would meet his death as had Dover vanished and he leaned back in his chair,
crossing his legs with renewed confidence.
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Queen Elizabeth's next words stole some of that confidence from him.

"Ms. Marrou and Earl Howell, from what I have learned, your crimes grew from a misplaced belief that
our people were seriously threatened by King Roger's plans to expand the Star Kingdom's sphere of
influence. That you turned to murder to right these wrongs rather than working within our established
government was your folly. You are traitors, no doubt, but traitors who are, oddly enough, still loyal to
the system you would circumvent.

"Mr. Seltman and Lady Gwinner, you have no such excuse for your actions. Not only are you
murderous traitors, but we have undeniable proof that you are both in the pay of the People's Republic of
Haven."

Gwinner made a small sound, as if she would, even at this late date, try to offer some excuse. The
Queen's dark gaze silenced her:

"Don't try to tell us how you were led astray by Mr. Seltman. Your stock portfolio records reveal some
very interesting additions that cannot be easily explained. You have had ample time to reconsider any
'bad influence.'"

Earl Howell stared at his former allies, the expression on his aristocratic features an undisguised mixture
of horror and revulsion. His mouth shaped words that protocol would never permit him to speak aloud:

"I never knew. I never even suspected."

Elizabeth might have pitied him, but the memory of her father's twisted body, her mother's anguished
scream, kept her hard.

"For reasons I do not intend to discuss," Queen Elizabeth continued, "I do not care to bring this matter
to trial. Nor, although you have forfeited the protection of the law, will I have you quietly executed.
Instead, I have other offers for you."

The dark eyes sought Howell. The man who sat there was a poor mockery of the bold politician who a
few hours earlier had directed plans for his ascendance to the Regency.

"Willis Kemeny, I cannot strip you of your titles without the type of lengthy explanation I am certain both
you and I would both prefer to avoid. Therefore, I request that you voluntarily renounce your seat in
Parliament and pass it to your eldest daughter, Maralise. As she is a minor, a Regent will need to be
appointed for her. [ am certain that both you and I would be satisfied with LeBrun taking on that
responsibility."

Aware that the Queen's offer would permit him to salvage both his life and his reputation, Howell rose to
the occasion.

"Your Majesty," he said in his deep orator's voice. "I am most sincerely concerned about my health if I
remain active in public life. The shock of learning that two of my associates were conspiring with the
People's Republic of Haven has been the final blow to my constitution. I will obey your recommendations
with alacrity."

The Queen nodded. "To make certain that you attend to your health as you should, you will be required
to report to a physician whose name will be given to you."
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"I understand, Your Majesty."

"Jean Marrou."

"Your Majesty."

"In many ways, your crime, unlike that of the others gathered here, was motivated by principle and
personal experience, not raw ambition. However, you did violate the oath to uphold the Constitution and

the Crown that you swore when you took office, so your treason is no less heinous. Yet, in committing

your crimes you neither violated a noble's particular vassalage to the Crown, nor treated with foreign
powers."

Seltman, hearing the Queen rationalize for Marrou, was certain the blind bitch had bargained for her
freedom. There was no way to confirm his suspicions . . . at least not now. Just give him time! Then
Marrou would learn what it meant to cross him!

The Queen was continuing: "Nonetheless, I cannot permit you to retain your seat in Parliament. If you
persist, there are subtle ways that I can make my disfavor known."

Marrou nodded solemnly. "I understand. Perhaps like Earl Howell, I should resign."

"I think that would be wise. Your popularity in the Commons is such that I would be more comfortable if
you would relocate to a district where you are less well-known. Earlier, you made mention of your
interest in Sphinxian treecats. My suggestion is that you relocate to one of the forest reserves and pursue
your desire to acquire a companion."

Blind eyes wide, Marrou managed a polite, "Thank you, Your Majesty!"

"I must warn you," the Queen continued, "that your life will not be entirely safe. Remember thata//
treecats are empaths . . . and that [ believe they're much more intelligent than even the 'experts' guess.
You will not be able to foolthem about who and what you are, and they may choose to take vengeance
for the pain your actions helped cause Monroe."

A guttural growl from Ariel seemed to confirm this warning.

"However," the Queen went on, "if you are willing to take the risk, a place will be found for you."
Marrou held her head high. "Will I be permitted to take my family?"

"If they wish to go. However, I remind you that you may not speak of these matters to them."

"I understand. Will I also have a 'physician' to report to?"

Queen Elizabeth nodded. "You will, but my greatest assurance of your fidelity will be the treecats
themselves."

"Will Monroe be returning to Sphinx?" Reasonably, Marrou looked rather frightened at the prospect.

"No." For the first time, Elizabeth smiled. "In the process of saving Justin's life, it appears Monroe has
adopted him. They are both getting accustomed to the idea, but Monroe will be remaining with him."
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Justin Zyrr touched her hand. "And what a wedding ours will be with two treecats as attendants!"

The Queen squeezed his fingers, but the coldness returned to her features as she surveyed the remaining
two conspirators. For the first time, some of the anger she must feel surfaced.

"I can hardly express the disgust I feel for you," she said to Gwinner and Seltman. "These two plotted
out of misplaced loyalty to the Star Kingdom. Your only reason was greed and ambition.

"For the safety of the Star Kingdom, you must be removed to where you cannot serve Haven's interests.
Fortunately, Duchess Winton-Henke has suggested an ideal location for you. Basilisk is under our
administration, yet it is far enough away that you will be unable to effectively influence Manticoran
politics.

"Mr. Seltman, your business acumen and personal ambition are so well-known that no one will question
your leaving to take a Crown-granted concession on Medusa."

"And if I refuse?" Seltman tried to sound menacing.

"Dame Eliska has done some analysis on this."

Dame Eliska consulted her screen and spoke as precisely as a computer: "A conservative analysis says
that your refusal, combined with strategic placement of rumors, would destroy your political career quite

neatly. You are up for re-election next year, are you not?"

Seltman nodded. He had held his seat for so long he had forgotten how easily it could be taken from
him.

"Moreover," Paderweski said, "your business associates will hear those rumors. Projections say that
there would be an immediate downturn. Following your failure to be re-elected, your profit base would
be diminished by half and fall further thereafter. We would also make certain that your little 'extra’ income
was cut off entirely. And, of course, your Peep employers might well decide to tie up a loose end once
you were no longer of use to them."

"And if [ insisted on a trial?" Seltman roared.

"For what?" the Queen said coldly. "No one is accusing you of anything. The Crown is simply offering
you a job."

Seltman crumpled, beaten, but even as he accepted the Queen's politely worded exile he was planning
his comeback. They would forget him in time. Haven had agents on Medusa; he could contact them.
Yes. . ..

The Queen had turned her attention to Paula Gwinner.

"You are somewhat more difficult to deal with," she said, "as I cannot remove your titles. However, I am
also offering you a job on Basilisk as assistant to Daniel Chou."

The wiry old man straightened and gave Gwinner a casual wave. His mustaches flopped.

"Liaison to the natives," he said, "in a really lonely district. We probably won't see another human for
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months at a time. They don't even trade with humans. They're good folks, though. Smell a bit funny, but
they are fiercely honorable."

"Mr. Chou will also be in a position to help Mr. Seltman with his new business venture, although I plan
to assign him a partner in the concession. There are many loyal servants of the Crown who would be
delighted with the opportunity.”

Seltman glanced at Gwinner. Paula was clearly in shock. She probably didn't even hear the Queen's next
words.

"Your vote, Lady Gwinner, will be handled by proxy. The only difficulty with your somewhat fluid voting
record is that you have no strong allies. However, [ am certain that Lord Jacob Wundt would be

honored to transmit pertinent data to you and forward your votes."

Lady Gwinner straightened. Perhaps, Seltman thought, like him she assumed where there was life and
freedom, there was hope.

"Your Majesty, I would be delighted to accept both your offer to relocate and your choice of a proxy."

Her words were spoken so gracefully and with such a genteel flourish that only the glint in her eyes
belied them.

"Very good," the Queen said. "Due to the sensitive nature of this meeting, I am assigning all of you
bodyguards. You will not know who they are, but I assure you, they will be there. You have my
permission to leave."

Escorted by Daniel Chou, the four left.

"I hope the restrictions we've placed on them will be enough," Duchess Winton-Henke said.

"Hope is all we have," Elizabeth said. "Hope that the checks and balances of our system will preserve it.
Isn't that what you've been telling me?"

"Precisely, dear." The duchess smiled. "And it's about time for lunch. I don't know about you, but I'm

famished!"
* % %

The Earl of North Hollow found himself wishing his son Pavel wasn't away on active service. He would
have liked to tuck him behind a curtain somewhere and show him how a masterstroke was delivered.

Three of those he had summoned to him had come at his call. Only Jean Marrou had declined, sending a
message that she was "relocating to Sphinx and retiring from public life."

No matter. Despite her brilliance in some areas, she was a small fish indeed. Seltman, Gwinner, and
Howell, however, studied him as his butler passed around tea and cakes. Howell's eyes were dull, as if

he had taken a mortal blow. Seltman and Gwinner, though . . . they were still sharp and suspicious.

When they were settled and the room sealed (except for his own recording equipment, of course), he
rubbed his fat hands together, a parody of the jovial fat man.

"I have gathered you here to note that through my own channels I have become aware of certain of your
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actions."

He outlined their meetings, their connection with Padraic Dover, the purchasing of certain obscure
electronic parts, Seltman's secret trip into the wilds on the day of King Roger's death. Unknown even to
himself he provided more data than even Daniel Chou had ferreted out (although in fairness to Chou,
Dover's actions had made such ferreting unnecessary).

When he had finished, he paused, pleased with himself.

"I could make this data public," he said, "but I feel that such is a Crown prerogative."

He chuckled greasily. "However, it could come to certain ears in a privy fashion. . . . Perhaps to LeBrun,
Earl Howell? I simply wanted you to know this, in case I need you to be, shall we say, of service."

"[ am retiring from Parliament," Howell said firmly.
"But an aristocrat never really retires, does he?" He favored Gwinner with a leer. "Or she."

Gwinner barred her teeth in a parody of a smile. "Sadly, my duty to the Crown takes me to Basilisk."
And none too soon, you old letch , her eyes seemed to add.

"Lovely," the Earl purred. "Perhaps I shall call on you if I am out that way. Any more tea or cakes? I see
that we understand each other. Do be thoughtful now, won't you? For now, my interest parallels that of

the Crown. I would hate to see its policies jeopardized."

He centered his thin smile on Seltman. "King Roger was so very popular. I'm certain that any proof that
you had a hand in his death might have unfortunate consequences."

Seltman shuddered, a thousand plots for his political resurrection dying under that chilly gaze.

"Of course," he said. "Your interests and those of the Crown are as one."

The Earl of North Hollow looked around his sumptuously appointed study. "The People's Republic of
Haven doesn't care for aristocracies, nor for personal ambition. I rather do, and so will my son, Pavel,

when I pass on. Remember that, won't you?"

When another offer of tea and cakes was refused, he had the butler show them to the door. Another
day's work well done.

Only when lunch was over and the servants dismissed, did Elizabeth finally relax her stiff shoulders.
Taking one each of her mother and her brother's hands, she said in a small voice:

"Did I handle that all right? Can you forgive me for not getting better vengeance for Dad?"

Queen Angelique, still in shock from the revelations of the previous hour, could only nod proudly.
Michael, however, squeezed her hand tightly.

"You did the right thing, Beth. After watching you be Queen, I don't think the Navy is going to be hard
atall."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Elizabeth kissed him. "I'm glad you've made up your mind."

"Cousin Mike helped," Michael admitted bluntly. "She made the Navy sound so good I can hardly bear
the thought of not making it in!"

"The people who help are the most important of all." Elizabeth rose from her chair. "Without Justin's
willingness to listen to my worries, none of this might have been solved."

"Marrou might have confessed in any case," Justin admitted honestly.
"Perhaps, but indirectly Dover's attacking you was what made her nervous and sent her from the viewing
early enough to overhear Gwinner and Seltman. And Dover attacked because you questioned him." She

took his arm. "Don't deny me the pleasure of thanking you."

"Then thank Monroe, too," Justin said. "And I can't help but feel that Daniel is getting poor reward for
his service."

"Don't," Dame Eliska said surprisingly, stirring her coffee with a fingertip. "Daniel is getting old and was
beginning to feel useless. This assignment will make his final years fruitful and keep him from doing
something self-defeating like retiring."

Queen Elizabeth surveyed her loyal circle. "Aunt Caitrin is almost certain to be confirmed as Regent. If
not, I'm just too tired to worry about what we do next."

"My early indicators," Paderweski said, "and those of Duke Cromarty indicate that she will be."
Elizabeth smiled. "Tonight is my father's funeral. After that, we can begin again."

Queen Mother Angelique nodded and raised her glass in toast: "To new beginnings!"

Coftee mugs and crystal met with a soft chime as the rest took up the Queen Mother's toast:

"To new beginnings!"

The Hard Way Home

David Weber
"Look! Look up there!"
Ranjit Hibson twisted in his seat and leaned out over the chartered air bus's aisle, bending his head

sharply and trying to see out the window on the far side as his sister pointed excitedly through it. The
scenery was spectacular as the pilot took them up the Olympus Valley at an altitude well below that of
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the towering peaks on either side, but it had been equally so out of his own window. The stupendous
mountains which thrust their huge caps of blindingly bright snow high and sheer against the painfully blue
winter sky of Gryphon were awe inspiring, especially for someone who'd spent the last two years aboard
an orbital habitat, but Ranjit couldn't see anything over there to explain the suddenness of her excitement.

"What?" he asked. "It's just more mountains, Susan."

She turned her head to show him an expression of exasperation dusted with reproach, and he gave
himself a mental shake, for his comment had come out in an older brother's deflating tone, and he hadn't
meant it to. At seventeen, he was five years older than Susan, and as his mother had just finished pointing
out to him a few weeks ago (in a rather painful conference), he'd gotten into the habit of ditching his kid
sister whenever he and his friends had something "interesting" to do.

It had been an accurate accusation, and that had hurt, because he loved Susan and he knew he truly had
been brushing her oft and shooing her away as if she'd become some sort of inconvenience. And she
couldbe an inconvenience, he admitted. But so could he, and so could anyone else, under the right—or
wrong—circumstances. And the fact that Manticore Mineralogy and Mining, Ltd., which employed both
their parents, had assigned them to the job of evaluating exploratory asteroid cores for the Hauptman
Cartel in Manticore-B's Unicorn Belt for the past two years had only made it worse.

For all its massive resource wealth, the Unicorn could be a decidedly boring place to grow up. At least
the Hibsons were assigned to Unicorn Eleven, one of the newer of the widely scattered orbital habitats
Hauptman's had built to provide housing for its employees, and Unicorn Eleven had the most up to date
living and recreational facilities imaginable. But most of its permanent work force tended to be very
young—brand new geologists passing through for evaluation and final training before they were assigned
to their own field teams, or equally young processing and R&D personnel just starting their way upthose
career ladders—with only a small, hard core of senior station training and management personnel. Kalindi
and Liesell Hibson were two of the rare exceptions to that rule: the sort of specialist analysts who were
too valuable to use in the field but who were most useful close to the actual exploration sites, where
turnaround time could be minimized. For the last few years, Hauptman's teams had been working what
had turned out to be an exceptionally rich portion of the Unicorn, and the need for extra hands was one
reason Hauptman's had picked them up from Three-M on retainer to augment Unicorn Eleven's normal
work force. As consultants from outside Hauptman's normal career tracks, they fell right in the middle of
the gap in the age spread aboard the station: younger than the permanent senior personnel, but older than
the transient newbies. As a result, they felt just a bit awkward whenever they tried to socialize with either,
and the fact that they weren't officially part of the "Hauptman team" tended to exacerbate that problem.

What was true for them was twice as true for their kids, however. There simply weren't many children
on Unicorn Eleven, and that was one area in which the invention of the prolong anti-aging treatments
didn't help a lot, either. Prolong was tending to erase a lot of the age-based divisions which had always
been humankind's lot, which would probably be a good thing once civilization fully adjusted to the
consequences. Of course, first they'd have to have prolong long enough to figure out what all those
consequenceswere , Ranjit supposed. It had been available in the Star Kingdom for only sixty-four
years. To someone his age, that seemed like forever, but it was less than an eye-blink in terms of a
culture's adjustment to so monumental a change. One immediate effect was readily apparent, however:
people were waiting considerably longer, on average, to have children. His own parents had rushed
things more than many of their contemporaries in that regard, because both of them loved children and
they'd wanted to get started early, but that was increasingly rare. Which meant that, despite a total
population on the order of eight thousand, there were less than three hundred kids on Unicorn Eleven,
and those who were present tended to be the children of the senior personnel and so, on average, older
themselves. At seventeen, Ranjit himself was below the median age of the children aboard the station,
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whereas Susan, at twelve, was actually the youngest one of all.

Worse, the station was far enough out from Gryphon, the inhabited planet of the Manticore Binary
System's G2 secondary component, that the light-speed transmission lag between them was very
noticeable. At the moment, it ran to just over twelve minutes each way, and it was growing steadily
longer as the relative motions of Unicorn Eleven and Gryphon took them further and further apart, which
made it impractical for station personnel to tie into the Gryphon planetary education net as they would
normally have done. The Hauptman Cartel had set up an excellent school system within the habitat, and
Ranjit rather enjoyed the novel experience of having direct, physical access to his human instructors. But
the lack of any real-time link to the planetary net meant Susan had been denied even the electronic
friendships with classmates she might have enjoyed under other circumstances. She'd made a couple of
long-distance friends aboard Unicorn Nine and Unicorn Ten, the closest pair of Hauptman habitats to
their own, but that was it, and Ranjit knew his sister had grown increasingly lonely. She hadn't needed her
own big brother making it worse, but that was exactly what he'd done. Which was the reason he had
assured his parents that if they allowed Susan to come along on the field trip Mr. Gastelaars, Unicorn
Eleven's chief administrator, had arranged, he would keep an eye on her.

His father, especially, had been hesitant to let her go, for several reasons. For one, she would be the
youngest student on the trip, and it would be the first time she had ever been allowed to make such a
lengthy trip unaccompanied by at least one of her parents. For another, the Hibsons were natives of
Manticore itself, and the capital planet was a warm world where skiing opportunities were rare. Susan
had been only a beginner-level skier (on snow, anyway) when her parents were assigned to Unicorn
Eleven, and she'd had precious little opportunity for practice since, but Kalindi Hibson had a pretty
shrewd notion that his headstrong daughter would insist she was more experienced than she actually was
unless someone sat on her firmly. And for yet a third, he knew that all of Ranjit's friends would also be
along—including Monica Gastelaars, the chief administrator's strikingly attractive daughter, who also
happened to be seventeen years old—and questioned just how much time Ranjit would truly devote to
keeping an eye on Susan.

Their mother had come down on Ranjit and Susan's side, however. Liesell had insisted that Susan was
old enough for the trip and pointed out that the group would be accompanied by six adults, most of
whom were child care professionals andal// of whom were experienced skiers. Moreover, the Athinai
Resort, the largest and best known on Gryphon (which meant in the Manticore Binary System) was
accustomed to this sort of field trip. That was one of the main reasons it had been chosen when the outing
was planned, and the Hauptman Cartel had arranged for the resort to provide full-time instructors, all
experienced with young people, to ride herd on their youthful charges on the actual slopes. It was unlikely
that even their inventive daughter would be able to put much over on that many veteran kid-watchers,
she'd suggested. And if Susancould , then her parents needed to find out about it now so that they could
take proper precautions—Ilike locking her in her room until she was twenty. Besides, it was past time
Susan got a chance to meet some other youngsters her own age. Then Liesell had sealed the deal by
unscrupulously extracting an explicit promise from Ranjit that he wouldnot allow his own interests to
distract him from maintaining a close watch on Susan. He'd given her his word, but not without a certain
sinking feeling which suggested to him that he had, in fact, been planning on spending just a little less time
with his sister than he'd originally tried to allow his parents (and himself) to believe he had in mind.

Which was how he came to find himself looking out Susan's window and mentally kicking himself for
raining on her parade.

"I mean they look a lot like the ones on this side," he told her now, waving a hand at the peaks beyond
the armorplast and making his tone an apology for his earlier dismissiveness. "They're pretty spectacular,
but—"
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"I didn't mean themountains ," Susan said. "Look! See the pinnaces?"
"P]],] ?H

Ranyjit unlatched his seat harness and crossed the aisle to kneel beside Susan's seat in order to get a
better look through her window, and his eyebrows rose. She was right. Thosewere pinnaces up
there—six of them, in fact, all in Navy markings. They were headed in the opposite direction at what
appeared to be (barely) subsonic speed, with their variable geometry wings mostly swept, and their
shadows raced across the snowy summits beneath them.

"What are they doing?" he wondered aloud.

"Making a drop," Susan said promptly. She didn't—quite—add "of course," but he heard her anyway
and jabbed a "surethey are" sideways glance at her, then darted his eyes back to the pinnaces.

He could see more details of the sleek, hungry-looking craft now, and his pulse went just a bit faster as
they scorched over the peaks. They were paralleling the valley's long axis, heading down it on a direct
reciprocal of the air bus's course, but at a considerably higher altitude to clear the four and five
thousand-meter summits of the valley's walls. They were also flying a nape-of-the-earth profile that was
much tighter than they could have managed in pure air foil mode, because they were bouncing up and
down over peaks as if they were tennis balls. Ranjit was pretty sure they had to be riding their
counter-grav hard to pull off some of those maneuvers, and his stomach lurched in sympathy as he tried
to imagine what it must be like for their passengers. Some of the other members of the ski group had
seen them now, and he heard other voices repeating his own question about their intentions. And then,
suddenly, the pinnaces turned to sweep out across the valley. Their flight path angled well astern of the air
bus, but the bus pilot obviously knew they were back there and had decided to give his youthful
customers a little extra treat. The vehicle turned sharply, then went into hover, offering a magnificent view
down the snow-and-stone vista of the deep, narrow river valley which also kept the pinnace flight in clear

sight.

No, Ranyjit realized. Not just a single pinnace flight. Another half-dozen of the sleek craft must have been
coming down his side of the valley at the same time without his even noticing their presence. Now they
came shooting out to meet the ones Susan had spotted, and as their vectors crossed, all twelve of them
slowed abruptly and distance-tiny figures spilled from them. The figures were too far away for Ranjit to
tell whether or not they wore battle armor, but he felt a thrill of excitement as they plummeted towards
the valley floor. Then they slowed magically as their grav canopies popped, and he watched raptly as
they continued drifting downward with deceptive gentleness.

"Toldyou they were making a drop," Susan said with exasperating complacency, and Ranjit gave her
another, sharper look. She only smiled sweetly, then batted her sea-green eyes at him, and, despite
himself, he felt his own lips twitch in an answering grin.

"You were right this time," he conceded, "but I think it was a lucky guess."

"Lucky guess?" Susan repeated, then tossed her head with a snort. "If you'd been paying attention," she
told him pityingly, "you'd've noticed that those were the new Mark Twenty-Six Skyhawks. Didn't you
see the extra pulser under the nose and the ventral and after gun turrets? Or the extra underwing hard
points?" She snorted again, harder. "I bet you didn't even notice the new chaff dispensers or the ECM
pod on the vertical stabilizer!"
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"Ah, no," Ranjit admitted. "I must have missed those somehow."

"Well you shouldn't have," she said severely. "Because if you'd happened to recognize what they were,
you might have recalled that according to my last issue of theRoyal Marine Institute Record , the Mark
Twenty-Sixes've been specifically optimized for the Marine Corps' use."

"They hadNavy markings, Sooze," Ranjit pointed out, but there wasn't much hope in his voice. Susan
was only an average student in most of her courses, but she had a mind like a docking tractor when her
interest was truly engaged, and she was seldom wrong about anything to do with one of her pet
obsessions, however trivial her information might have seemed to any normal person. In fact, if he wanted
to be honest about it, he couldn't actually recall the last time shead been wrong about one of them. Not
that he intended to bring that up at this particular moment.

"Well of course they did," Susan said, turning to give him the full adva